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I dedicate this work to the lesbian community of Metropolitan Community Churches. It is 
because of you, your tenacity, your love of God and of each other, that I found a place in 
MCC that affirmed me for all of who I am. My hope is that this resource will honor that 
sacred embrace you offered to me and that you continue to offer to other young lesbians 
seeking their place in the Divine realm. The work, ministry, and affirmation of 
Metropolitan Community Churches is still needed in the world. Let us work together to 
ensure that happens. 
I also dedicate this work to the memory of the MCC lesbians who are now part of God’s 
embrace, especially Rev. Elder Freda Smith. Their presence on this physical plane may 
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This project is an invitation for lesbians within Metropolitan Community 
Churches to speak the truth of their lived experiences, describe their experiences and 
encounters with God, and through that, create a lesbian theology. This author has 
observed that even in welcoming faith communities such as Metropolitan Community 
Churches, lesbian voices are missing from theological conversation. By critically 
engaging with various feminist, women’s, and queer theologies, this project envisions the 
modification of a Holy Conversations resource created by Metropolitan Community 
Churches that will consider how lesbians encounter God in various aspects of their lives. 
This author hopes that the creation of a lesbian theological resource will encourage other 
marginalized communities to speak of their God experiences and to create theologies that 
will connect them with God and with others. 
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Abbreviations  
It is important to note that as the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer/questioning community continues to evolve, new self-identifiers will emerge. 
MCC  Metropolitan Community Churches 
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Glossary 
The following glossary will assist the reader in better understanding the fullness of the 
LGBTQ community in Metropolitan Community Churches and beyond. For the purpose 
of this thesis, I will use the identifiers indicated or that I believe to be current. 
Lesbian A woman whose primary sexual and emotional connection is with women; 
 May also be known as gay woman and/or woman-loving-woman 
 
Gay  A man whose primary sexual and emotional connection is with men 
Bisexual A woman or man whose primary sexual and emotional connection can be 
with either a woman or man 
 
Transgender One whose biological sex does not match their gender identity; may also  
or Trans*         identify as gender non-conforming or non-binary 
 
Queer Used to include and empower lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, trans* people; 
 The “taking back” of a pejorative word; 
 A broad term encompassing those who defy gender and sexual 
identity/orientation norms 
 
Pansexual A woman or man whose primary sexual and emotional connection can be 












 In 1968, a defrocked Pentecostal minister named Troy Perry felt a call to a 
different kind of ministry. His ministry would reach into the margins of society, with a 
specific connection to the gay and lesbian community, by sharing God’s love and 
acceptance of all people wherever they were in their life and faith journey. This unique 
outreach was unheard of at that time. No churches were offering any form of affirming 
ministry to sexual minorities. Lesbians and gay men were treated as the “other” of 
society, not just here in the United States but throughout the world. On October 6, 1968, 
Rev. Perry held the very first worship service of the Metropolitan Community Church as 
twelve people gathered in the living room of his home in Los Angeles, California. They 
heard a message of love and inclusion that was totally foreign to them. “The Universal 
Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches was founded so gays would have a 
place to worship God in dignity, and not as lepers or outcasts, but as His creation, as His 
children.”1 
 Exactly fifty years later, October 6, 2018, at Sunshine Cathedral MCC in Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida, thirty lesbian women gathered to share a meal, to share stories, and 
to spend time together in a safe-enough space with old and new friends. They talked and 
laughed and told of their experiences of walking into a church which, for the very first 
time, honored and blessed their sacred value. This welcome and affirmation was a 
monumental experience for many. To be fully welcomed as a beloved child of God was 
 
1 Troy D. Perry, The Lord is my Shepherd & He Knows I’m Gay, 25th Anniversary 
ed. (Los Angeles: Universal Fellowship Press, 1997), 249. 
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unexpected and thrilling. But several of the lesbians gathered that evening also spoke of 
the lack of programming and outreach offered to their community. They all agreed that 
gay men have ample opportunity to gather together, to discuss the God of their 
understanding, and the theology that supports their belief system. While it appeared to 
them that any kind of outreach from the church to the lesbian community, even a church 
as progressive as Sunshine Cathedral MCC, was sorely lacking. And the lesbians were 
not wrong in their assessment. 
 Like many organizations here in the United States and around the world, 
meaningful connection and deep reflection opportunities offered to women are often an 
afterthought, leaving these women to wonder if their life experiences are significant only 
to themselves. When these women are sexual minorities, identifying as lesbians, gay 
women, or women-loving-women, there is frequently even less support and outreach. 
And when church communities, either knowingly or unknowingly, participate in this type 
of exclusion, one wonders why those in the lesbian community would even want to be 
part of a Christian church. “The gay and lesbian movement in the United States has been 
largely perceived as a white male movement.”2 When I entered MCC in 1996, I became 
aware very quickly of the lack of support for the lesbian community. And that lack has 
not changed in over twenty years. 
 I attended my first MCC worship service on the first Sunday of Advent in 1996. I 
walked into Sunshine Cathedral MCC that morning full of hope and joy, excited at the 
 
2 Nancy Wilson, Our Tribe: Queer Folks, God, Jesus, and the Bible (San 
Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 1995), 87. 
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prospect of finding a church community where my lesbian identity would, at worst, be a 
non-issue and, at best, would be honored and celebrated. What I noticed almost 
immediately was that I was one of only a few women present that Sunday morning. At 
that time the congregation was much smaller than it is currently, and because of the 
significant number of men in attendance that morning, I truly wondered if Sunshine 
Cathedral MCC was the faith community for me. I had been searching for well over a 
year for a church in South Florida which felt comfortable to me as an out lesbian. That 
Sunday morning in 1996, as I heard the progressive and affirming theology preached by 
an obviously gay man, I made the decision to give Sunshine Cathedral MCC another 
chance.  
 Growing up and coming out in the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania area, where the gay 
men and lesbians mixed with ease, going to bars together, caring and supporting each 
other in difficult times, the shock of the disparate communities in South Florida and 
within MCC surprised me. As I became more involved in the South Florida lesbian 
community and within the MCC religious community, I recognized the deep division 
between lesbians and gay men. It seemed as if those who had the most money, which was 
and is frequently gay men, controlled the availability of programs and resources directed 
towards the LGBTQ community. I love my gay male friends and it was through their 
encouragement and love that I was finally able to admit that I am a lesbian. But the lack 
of available resources for the lesbians within the LGBTQ community has always been a 
source of irritation and disappointment for me. 
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 Even with the apparent favoritism towards men, I begin the process of ordination 
within MCC. The overall outreach of this denomination appealed to me and I made the 
decision to work within MCC to create greater outreach to the lesbian community. It is 
my belief that change often comes from within and I felt strongly called to make the 
needed change. I also recognized the great number of lesbians in leadership roles within 
MCC and felt that it was possible to connect with them, expanding the outreach to the 
MCC lesbian community.  
I am currently on staff at Sunshine Cathedral MCC where I serve as Minister of 
Connections. I am fortunate to work in an exceptionally affirming LGBTQ environment 
and yet the sexism that is so prevalent in our society is also part of the Sunshine 
Cathedral culture. I know and appreciate that my gay male colleagues support the work I 
do, and I also recognize the sexism that is part of this welcoming community. 
 As part of my work at Sunshine Cathedral, I oversee and develop small group 
ministry. In 2007, MCC created and offered a resource titled “Holy Conversations: A 
Resource for Local Congregations.” I was very excited when I first became aware of this 
program believing it would fill a need for people who want to gather and discuss 
theology as well as their personal life experiences. I know from my small group work that 
when people share their stories and experiences, it will bond them in a way that nothing 
else can. I believed it was exactly what I had been seeking for our groups. 
 Upon reading the “Holy Conversations” resource, my heart fell as I recognized 
the assumed homogeneity of the Queer Theology included in the program. I provide 
outreach and programming to all people within the LGBTQ spectrum and, yet there were 
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those whose voices are obviously missing from this resource. Because I identify as a 
lesbian, I noticed immediately the very few lesbian voices included in the program. I 
noticed that the safety guidelines included as part of the resource were very general and 
frequently not applicable to the specific needs of the lesbian community. And I noticed 
that the presumed life experiences included in the resource were targeted to the larger 
LGBTQ community, with an occasional nod to the lesbians. 
These obvious oversights surprised me as the resource was created by a group of 
both men and women which led me to wonder if, as in many cases, the women’s voices 
were diminished by the men’s voices. Because of this lack of lesbian voices within the 
“Holy Conversations” resource, I am proposing a lesbian specific “Holy Conversations” 
which, when created, will facilitate the development of a resource for the lesbian 
community that will be holy and meaningful to them. Womanist theologian, Pamela 
Lightsey, questions as to “…why womanist scholars have given such sparse attention to 
the live of LGBTQ Black women. The answer is simple: Queer womanists must do the 
work.”3 This thought process is also true for the lives of lesbian women: they must do 
their own theological work. Lesbians cannot rely on heterosexual women or gay men to 
create a theology which will resonate for them. In this instance, “…(it) is important for 
lesbian voices to be heard…insisting on our lesbian reality…”4 It is time for the lesbian 
community in MCC to reflect upon and to speak their own theology. 
 
3 Pamela Lightsey, Our Lives Matter: A Womanist Queer Theology (Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick Publications, 2015), 1. 
 
4 Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1995), 227. 
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 The MCC Theologies Team created their “Holy Conversations” resource to 
“Encourage Healthy Theological Dialogue and Exploration.”5 According to the resource, 
there were requests from MCC congregations looking for ways to engage their 
congregants in meaningful and thoughtful theological conversation. As MCC is a small 
denomination made up of mostly LGBTQ people from many different faith backgrounds 
and traditions who come into MCC seeking a welcoming community, there is very little 
commonality in the belief systems which make up MCC congregations. Because of this 
as well as the absence of current MCC denominational dogma, creating a resource which 
will encourage the discussion of who and what God is invites individuals to embrace their 
understanding of God and helps them to recognize how God is experienced in their own 
unique way. Simply put, “Our hope is to build bridges across our theological differences 
and empower all people to do theology.”6   
But there are other considerations which should be included in a resource 
encouraging holy conversation. I believe that for any conversation to be considered 
“holy,” one must include voices from all groups, while recognizing their uniqueness and 
affirming their personal life experience as part of a Divine encounter. This includes those 
creating the resource as well as those who are missing from the development team.  
 
 
5 “Holy Conversations: A Resource for Local Congregations,” Metropolitan 
Community Churches, updated July 1, 2010, cover, 
https://mccchurch.org/files/2016/08/HolyConversations.pdf. 
 
6 Ibid., 3. 
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In 2003, Gil Rendle and Alice Mann wrote a book, Holy Conversations: Strategic 
Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations. While strategic planning is not 
applicable to my thesis project, their use of Holy Conversations struck me as relevant to 
any individual or group who recognizes the importance of conversation as a way to create 
connection and build community when a particular need is identified. Rendle and Mann 
suggest that “…talk is full of stories, memories, and hopes – the kind of conversation that 
strengthens and transforms people.”7 The authors recognized the importance of 
intentionality in the creation of space for people to share their thoughts and experiences 
in order to achieve an identified goal. For the process of this thesis project, I will consider 
their model as a way of including people’s stories, memories, and experiences to create a 
diverse community and a holy conversation. This diverse and inclusive community will 
invite reflection and connection while expressing the breadth and depth of God.  
 It has been my experience in developing small group ministry at Sunshine 
Cathedral that people want to share their stories, their life experiences, their joyful and 
their troubling memories. Conversation itself is a component of spirituality and to share 
our most personal and deepest desires is a most intimate form of communion.8 When we 
share deeply, we risk vulnerability. And when we become vulnerable, we may begin to 
question the thoughts and beliefs we carry with us. As we allow ourselves to become 
vulnerable with others, trust will begin to develop. “If we want greater clarity in our 
 
7 Gil Rendle and Alice Mann, Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a 
Spiritual Practice for Congregations (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2003), xiii. 
 
8 Ibid., 142. 
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purpose or deeper and more meaningful spiritual lives, vulnerability is the path.”9 Letting 
our guard down with others is probably the truest sense of trust development. And yet, 
trust as part of a community is built over time and cannot be forced. It must grow 
gradually as connections are built and recognition of how alike we truly are comes to 
fruition.  
 For the purpose of this thesis project, a Holy Conversation is defined as a spiritual 
practice. It is a sacred, personal testimony shared with others in order to reveal oneself 
while discerning how our life experiences impacted our sacred journey and our 
connection with the Divine. It is about intentionality, deep reflection, risking 
vulnerability, and building trust. It is facing and naming the most difficult parts of our 
lives and feeling safe enough to break apart deeply held beliefs while confronting of fear 
of being unworthy of God’s unconditional love. It is also recognizing the moments in our 
lives in which we do embrace love and joy. These holy moments are a catalyst for 
connection with God and remind us of our sacred value. It is a difficult process to 
integrate both joy and fear into our connection with God. Holy Conversations can provide 
that opportunity for the lesbian community to embrace that integration, building a deeper 
relationship with God. 
 But creating a space that encourages vulnerability and trust building requires  
deliberate and thoughtful consideration. Simply calling a space “safe” does not 
necessarily make it so. I recognize that what is considered safe space for men may not be 
 
9 Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms 
the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead (New York: Avery, 2012), 34. 
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considered as safe space for women. There are many variables that come into play when 
considering what is safe for men versus what is safe for women. Women deal with 
sexism, societal expectations of women, and deeply buried pain that has never been 
permitted to surface. Each of these variables must be considered as part of the Holy 
Conversations development and establishing safe space for the lesbians of MCC. 
There are two things to consider during this thesis project. First, in the late 1960’s 
and early 1970’s, much of the work and writing with regard towards women’s liberation 
was being done by the lesbian community. “Even though many of the women at the 
forefront of second-wave feminism were lesbians, lesbian women had to fight to 
overcome considerable resistance within a feminist movement afraid that association with 
lesbianism would prevent its own growth and acceptance.”10 I believe it is important to 
note that during the second wave of women’s liberation, that the use of the word 
“women” often, though not always, refers to a lesbian. Also, there were very few 
heterosexual women who called MCC home while the majority of the women were 
lesbian identified. 
Secondly, the focus of this thesis project is how the creation of a lesbian specific 
Holy Conversation will benefit the lesbian community of Metropolitan Community 
Churches. The lesbian community is a disparate as any other community with regard to 
race and ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, physical ability. But women who are 
lesbian identified are those who find their primary emotional, physical, sexual, and 
 
10 Deryn Guest, When Deborah Met Jael: Lesbian Biblical Hermeneutics 
(London: SCM Press, 2005), 20. 
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spiritual connection to be with other women. Not all women who have this type of 
connection with other women self-identify as lesbian, but for this project, my focus is on 
those women who do self-identify as lesbian or those who do find their primary 
emotional, physical sexual, and spiritual connections with other women. In this thesis, I 
will focus on women who came out of the second wave of feminism and are currently age 
45 and older. Though many of the women in the liberation movement may not have 
publicly identified as lesbian, it is not a secret that many were lesbian and unable or 
unwilling to come out as such.  
 There is a troubled history with the word “lesbian” which was used by the 
medical establishment to describe a woman with inherited dysfunction.11 By using the 
word “lesbian” which was meant to stigmatize, there is empowerment and liberation. 
There is the taking back of a pejorative word used to hurt and demean women-loving-
women. This reclamation of a word intended to wound, emboldened lesbians to affirm 
their value and worth in a society which would often prefer their invisibility. 
Because of the significant contributions of second wave feminism and the 
multicultural shift in the last 1960s and 1970s, the lesbian community of MCC were 
availed more opportunities than ever before. Many entered seminary and became 
ordained clergy. Many took leadership roles in this unique denomination. And many 
continued to support MCC during the AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 1990s. Now is the 
time for lesbians in MCC to focus on themselves and to spend time in theological 
 
11 Ibid., 11. 
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discussion, to create a theological resource not only for themselves but for other sexual 
minority women as well as other oppressed communities.  
While Queer Theology has a primary focus on sexual identity as a way of 
interpreting biblical text, Queer Theory goes deeper in the expression of what “queer” 
can mean. Queerness and the development of Queer Theory are an outcome of historical 
movements in which men and women who did not adhere to the gender identity and 
sexual norms of society would cultivate their own personal, meaningful expressions and 
ways of living. In recent years, “queer” has been accepted as a manifestation of personal 
sexual orientation which is outside acceptability while the perception and presentation of 
gender is relegated to the background. Though the emergence of the transgender and non-
binary community has added an additional element to queer thought and interpretation.  
By using the models of Euro-American, Asian-American Feminist, Womanist, 
Latina/Mujerista, and Queer Theologians who recognized the need for their own 
theology, lesbians in MCC can connect to the Divine while speaking of their life 
experiences. By being an example to other marginalized people seeking a theological 
direction, the opportunity for expanded growth and affirmation is present. It is important 
that Holy Conversations for lesbians in MCC to occur so that in the future, other lesbian 
communities as well as other sexual minorities seeking a theological outlet will be able to 
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Chapter 1  
Metropolitan Community Churches: The Advent of Queer Theology 
 
 When MCC first came into existence in the late 1960s, there was a significant 
cultural shift occurring in the United States. The zeitgeist of that time encouraged those 
whose life experiences were outside of acceptable norms to embrace their uniqueness and 
to create something which would enhance their way of life while urging those in power to 
consider their place of privilege. The Civil Rights Movement, the Women’s Rights 
Movement, and the Gay Rights Movement all developed during this time because those 
considered to be minorities and targets of political and societal judgment had grown 
weary of relentless prejudice and discrimination. The figurative targets on their backs due 
to their racial, religious, ethnic, gender identity, or sexual orientation had pushed 
oppressed people to the point where they would no longer accept the unconcealed 
displays of animosity. They understood that if society was going to shift in a way that 
would affirm the lives of all people, it was up to them to make it happen. 
 There was also a movement throughout religious communities during the 1960s 
which, when coupled with the various Civil and Equal Rights Movements, diverted the 
direction of traditional faith communities from their conventional ways of thinking into a 
more modern and inclusive outreach. The synthesis of Vatican II, the charismatic 
movement, as well as the emergence of Liberation Theology gave rise to unanticipated 
changes in the way that people could choose to worship and experience God. Charismatic 
and Pentecostal churches flourished and women’s involvement in churches began to take 
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a new and unexpected direction. This wave of cultural and religious transformations 
provided the fertile environment which could embrace an inclusive denomination such as 
Metropolitan Community Churches. 
 
Origins of MCC 
 When Rev. Troy Perry, the founder and original Moderator of Metropolitan 
Community Churches, made the decision to start a church for the gay community, he 
drew upon the faith experiences he carried with him since his childhood. Rev. Perry was 
raised in the Pentecostal tradition. The importance of the church and its theology of 
God’s active involvement in the world filled him with fond memories. As a teenager, he 
visited with family members who were living in Georgia where he was exposed to a 
different expression of the Pentecostal church. The Holiness sect of the Pentecostals 
would drive themselves into a spirit-infused frenzy, handle poisonous snakes, and speak 
in tongues. The leader of the local Georgia Holiness group which embraced Perry was his 
Aunt Bea. 
Perry recalls that during one of the evening services,  
[Bea] looked out at the congregation…and cupped my face. She smiled and told 
them that God had His hands on me, and that He was going to use me mightily in 
His ministry.12  
 
Perry shares that at that point he wasn’t sure of his call to ministry but “…to make her 
happy, I nodded my head yes.”13 He preached his very first sermon shortly after the 
 
12 Perry, The Lord is My Shepherd and He Knows I’m Gay, 51. 
  
13 Ibid. 
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incident at his aunt’s church and when he was just fifteen years old, he received his 
preaching license from a local Baptist church. 
In time, Troy knew that he felt a call to vocational ministry but in order to be fully 
ordained in the Pentecostal tradition, he would have to be married. Troy did marry a 
woman and had two children, all the while knowing that he was living a lie. He had 
become aware of his homosexuality but had to bury the feelings so he would not lose his 
church community, his family, or his vocation. But when his congregation discovered 
Troy’s homosexuality through the revelation of trusted confidant, he was given no option 
but to resign from the church and leave. He lost not only his wife and his sons but also 
the faith community which was so important to him. When writing about this most 
difficult time, Perry shares, “The horrible thing was that when I most needed the church, 
it was not there to help me.”14 
Making the decision to relocate to Los Angeles, Perry eventually became an 
active part of the local gay community, making friends, and frequenting gay bars. But he 
knew that something was missing in his life – his connection to God. When a friend who 
had been arrested in a gay bar raid told Troy one evening that no one cared about the 
queer community, Troy countered that there is someone who cares. God cares. His friend 
laughed at him and said that God couldn’t care because too many awful things are 
 
14 Troy D. Perry with Thomas L.P. Swicegood, Don’t Be Afraid Anymore: The 
Story of Reverend Troy Perry and Metropolitan Community Churches (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1990), 18. 
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happening. It’s hard to believe in God when it seems that everyone hates you. A loving 
God would never let that happen. 
Later that evening, Troy was praying about the conversation he had with his 
friend. He prayed, 
Lord, you called me to preach. Now I think I’ve seen my niche in the ministry. 
We need a church, not a homosexual church but a special church that will reach 
out to the lesbian and gay community. A church for people in trouble and for 
people who want to be near you. So, if you want a church started, and you seem to 
keep telling me that you do, well then, just let me know when? 15 
   
Troy received his answer to that prayer and the answer was “Now.” 
Perry sought the counsel of his friends who encouraged him to create this new 
faith community though they suggested that he set aside some of his Pentecostal roots. 
They proposed that instead of wearing a suit and tie as he had planned, he should wear 
clergy attire in order to appeal to a larger community and to have greater recognition as a 
clergy person. He was also advised to use various denominational books to define the 
order of worship including the Episcopal Church’s Book of Common Prayer and to play 
religious music on his record player during the service. He followed this advice and 
created a blended worship experience that appealed to the religiously diverse group of 
people who attended. But since the worship service had only been advertised in bars for 
gay men as well as The Advocate, which was at that time a gay magazine for men, the 
primary outreach was to gay men. There were some heterosexual women and some 
lesbians who were part of those early MCC services, but they were certainly in the 
minority. 
 
15 Ibid., 35. 
 16  
 
During that first worship service, Perry laid out his vision for Metropolitan 
Community Church. He envisioned this new and inclusive church carrying out a message 
of a “three-pronged gospel.” This gospel of MCC would include: 
1. Salvation: God so loved the world that God sent Jesus to tell that whoever 
believes shall not perish but have everlasting life; and “whoever” includes me 
as a gay male, unconditionally, because salvation is free – no church can take 
it away. 
2. Community: For those who have no families who care about them, or find 
themselves alone or friendless, the church will be a family. 
3. Christian Social Action: we will stand up for all our rights, secular and 
religious, and we will start fighting the many forms of tyranny that oppress 
us.16 
 
So MCC began not only as an inclusive church for all people, particularly the 
homosexual community, but also as a social justice movement, mirroring the other rights 
movements of the time. With Perry as its charismatic leader and with his entrepreneurial 
skill set, MCC became a distinct part of the gay liberation movement which helped to 
pave the way for other organizations to embrace the LGBTQ community. 
As word got out, MCC grew very quickly. People in the homosexual community 
who left the churches of their youth or who believed that God and religion had 
abandoned them found a new experience in MCC. It was an unexpected miracle to 
discover a church that would embrace and affirm the sacred value of those who had been 
cast out by the traditional and mainstream churches. And many people in the LGBTQ 
community wanted to be part of this new faith movement. 
In just two years, MCC grew very quickly and churches were thriving in the 
urban areas of Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, Phoenix, Chicago, and Miami. 
 
16 Ibid., 38. 
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With this growth came the realization of the need for structure and some basic 
foundational material. The August 1970 issue of “In Unity” magazine, “A Metropolitan 
Community Church Publication,” contained the first attempt at creating by-laws for this 
unique faith community.  
Article IV of the MCC by-laws contained the doctrine and theology of this new 
“fellowship.”17 Those who were participating in the MCC community or who had any 
kind of interest in forming an MCC were told: 
Christianity is the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and is the Religion set forth 
in the Scriptures. The Old Testament foretells Him, the New Testament presents 
Him and the Christian Church proclaims Him in every age and in every land. 
We believe in one God, omnipotent, omnipresent, He being the Creator of all life 
which has spirituality, the prime mover and Spirit of the Universe. 
That the Bible is the divinely inspired Word of God, containing God’s revelation 
of Himself to mankind through the law and the Prophets, and finally, completely, 
and ultimately through His presence on earth in the being of His Son, Jesus 
Christ. 
We further believe that all men are justified to God through Faith. The Church 
shall serve as the vehicle for bringing men to God through Christ.18 
 
Though this Doctrine may not have fully communicated the Founder’s theology, it was 
clear that MCC was indeed a fully committed Christian community with little or no room 
for divergent understandings or theological interpretations.  
 
 17 There continues to be discussion as to whether MCC is a fellowship or 
denomination. In the earliest days of MCC, they fully identified as a fellowship. In more 
recent years, there is the idea that MCC is now a denomination. Since the designation of 
MCC as a fellowship or a denomination has no bearing on my thesis and there has never 
been, to my knowledge, a definitive decision on the most appropriate designation, I will 
use the term most applicable to the time period discussed. 
 
18 Metropolitan Community Churches. “By-laws of the Universal Fellowship of 
Metropolitan Community Churches,” In Unity 1, no. 3 (August 1970): 2-3. 
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While Perry’s Pentecostal Theology may not have been obvious in this early 
doctrinal statement, anyone who attended MCC’s Los Angeles church would have no 
doubt of Troy Perry’s understanding and experience of God. Though Perry later shared, 
“Our Fellowship bylaws were originally written by men for men, because women clergy 
were not only a rarity in the general population, they were nonexistent in our 
denomination, which, even if unintentionally, was overwhelmingly male oriented in the 
dearly, conceptual days of our church.”19 And even if MCC did not specifically exclude 
lesbians, there did not appear to be any form of outreach given to the lesbian community. 
The original MCC church in Los Angeles began as a small home worship 
experience and, as time passed, constant relocation was required. The congregation 
outgrew Perry’s home and moved into the Hollywood Women’s Club. When the 
Women’s Club found out they were renting space to a group of homosexuals, MCC was 
immediately evicted, leaving the small church homeless. The standing joke within MCC 
Los Angeles was that you must attend church every week in order to find out where the 
worship service will be next week. After a series of subsequent moves, the growing 
congregation was able to save enough money for their own building. They purchased and 
moved into a large church building in downtown Los Angeles. On March 7, 1971, the 
Los Angeles MCC community gathered to worship in its own building, the first actual 
building owned by a gay group in the United States.20 “It was a large building with 
 
19 Perry and Swicegood, Don’t Be Afraid Anymore, 114. 
 
20 Scott Bloom, “Call Me Troy,” Frameline, August 1, 2012, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eCaJ-xs3Xo. 
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seating for over 800.”21 Perry was thrilled with the growth of the welcoming and 
affirming fellowship, frequently stating “It has to be God’s will and His blessings.”22 
I share this brief history of the origins of MCC because I believe it is important to 
understand the beginning of the movement in order to fully appreciate where MCC began 
theologically and the progression to the more current and diverse theology. This can be 
difficult in that MCC currently has no defined dogma and therefore no defined theology 
beyond the idea that MCC is a Christian community. Rev. Elder Don Eastman, former 
Vice-Moderator of MCC shares,  
Another reality that characterized (the) MCC movement from its earliest days is 
theological diversity. In contrast to many Christian religious denominations that 
are relatively (or sometimes highly) monolithic in their theology, MCC is highly 
diverse. In my early years in MCC, we would sometimes describe ourselves as 
‘Evangelical, Eucharistic, and Ecumenical.’ This, of course, reflected the three 
primary streams of Christianity from whence we came; Conservative Protestant, 
Catholic/Orthodox, or Mainline Protestant. We developed tacit norms of 
affirming the diversity while holding, and at times struggling with its tensions.23 
 
As MCC continued to expand its outreach, several things became apparent: 1) a 
need for clergy and/or theologically trained leadership; 2) an effective way in which to 
handle theological conflict; and 3) a defined role for the lesbians who were seeking 
leadership in MCC. These variables called into question the belief systems and theology 
 




23 Don Eastman, “A Journey of Truth and Transformation: The Early Days of 
Metropolitan Community Churches,” Office of Formation and Leadership Development, 
Metropolitan Community Churches, October 6, 2019, 
https://ofld.mccchurch.org/2019/10/06/a-journey-of-truth-and-transformation-the-early-
days-of-metropolitan-community-churches. 
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not only of the full fellowship of MCC but also the leaders and participants who were 
guiding the path of this unique religious movement.  
Because of MCC’s growth and its need for additional clergy and church leaders, 
people, mostly men, who had any kind of religious training or interest in religious 
training were given leadership and pastoral opportunities. Men with any religious training 
were ordained through the fellowship as Pastors or Exhorters, which was a church leader 
akin to a Deacon or clergy intern who did not have the authority to administer the 
sacraments of communion and baptism.  
Since seminaries were in no rush to accept anyone who identified as lesbian or 
gay, MCC created its own seminary – The Samaritan Institute. (There were other 
incarnations of The Samaritan Institute using several different names. But the original 
name of MCC’s theological school was The Samaritan Institute.) This denominationally 
formed seminary helped prepare those interested in sharing MCC’s message of God’s all-
inclusive and unconditional love to take charge of congregations and to plant new 
churches that would continue the growth of this distinctive faith community.  
The Samaritan Institute developed classes that were taught by MCC pastors and 
lay leaders. The work was done through the founding church in Los Angeles by creating 
intensive study time or through correspondence courses. This, of course, resulted in the 
Samaritan Institute students learning the theological understandings of their teachers 
which would perpetuate the fellowship line of the founder’s theology. Perry tends to 
subscribe to the idea of an all-powerful God who creates humans with a variety of 
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personal characteristics and he was empowered by that perception of an omnipotent God 
to create MCC.24 Though over time the theological instruction provided by the Samaritan 
Institute would evolve, the initial offerings of the fellowship’s seminary consisted of very  
basic course work including biblical studies, pastoral care, and MCC polity.25 
The Samaritan Institute, registered in the State of California to offer religious 
degrees, remained open until the 1980s. By that point, more seminaries were starting to 
become accessible to the LGBTQ community and the degrees offered through Samaritan 
Institute were not equivalent to those offered through accredited seminaries. But 
Samaritan Institute did exactly what it was meant to do. It trained and developed MCC 
clergy and lay leaders who understood the theology of the founder; it carried that 
theological message into MCC churches throughout the denomination; and it provided a 
way to offer new MCC churches a leader trained in the MCC tradition. 
While the varied theology that was becoming an integral part of the MCC 
movement had the opportunity to enhance the fellowship, it also had the potential to 
create conflict. Throughout MCC, the commonly held theology was that God loved the 
entire creation, including God’s gay and lesbian children. Anything beyond that basic 
 
24 R. Stephen Warner, A Church of our Own: Disestablishment and Diversity in 
American Religion (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 200. 
 
25 This information was gleaned from early copies of MCC’s denominational 
magazine In Unity which would list offered courses for those discerning a call to serve on 
the MCC leadership team. In Unity was created as an in-house magazine by MCC and 
distributed to MCC churches. Due to the small size of MCC and the lack of professional 
journalists on staff, there were breaks in publication, changes in editors, and 
inconsistencies in the volume numbers of the magazine. I will use the issue and number 
when available. For more information about the MCC magazines or to obtain copies of 
noted articles, contact www.mccchurch.org or this thesis author. 
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theological message was fair game. There was no defined way in which a church’s pastor 
would create a church’s weekly worship service. The theological expression of each 
individual church would depend on the theological beliefs of the Senior Pastor.  
The one area that was unique to MCC was the pronouncement during each 
worship service of an open communion table. It did not matter if one belonged to a 
religious community or not. It did not matter if one had questions or doubts about God or 
Jesus or biblical interpretation. “Such an understanding largely limits the theological task 
of the Fellowship to reinterpreting those teachings and traditions which have in the past 
been used as the basis for excluding gays from holding central roles in religious 
communities.”26 The MCC communion table, unlike that of many faith traditions, was 
open to all people wherever they were in their faith journey. 
And with this inclusivity in church leadership, there were differing opinions as to 
the best way to share MCC’s theological message of God’s compassion and 
unconditional love for all people. The need for biblical study and interpretation which 
affirmed gay men and lesbians while recognizing their sacred value was invaluable. In 
one instance, Perry was questioned by someone who wanted to know how a gay church 
could even exist and demanded that Perry supply scripture passages to defend his 
position. Through his personal biblical study, Perry chose the passages often defined as 
the “clobber passages” on which to focus. These scripture passages are often used to 
diminish the lives of lesbian and gay people, belittling them into believing that God could 
 
26 Edward T. Hougen, “What is MCC’s theological task? – two views,” In Unity 
6, no. 4 (August 1976): 61. 
 23  
 
never love them. In order to defend his beliefs, Perry did a contextual study of the Bible 
so that he could assure those who questioned him, including LGBTQ people, that these 
scripture passages are a product of their time and are often taken out of context in order 
to demean LGBTQ lives. By becoming the leader of a gay and lesbian religious 
movement, Perry was required to undertake exegetical work in order to lift his flock into 
an affirming understanding of themselves.  
Perry continues to believe that the best thing for MCC is to continue the  
evangelical way of following Jesus to the chagrin of the MCC clergy and congregants 
who are more accommodating of various faith traditions.27 And while following Jesus is 
ultimately the message of Christian churches, for a theological diverse community such 
as MCC, the ways in which Jesus is followed can differ from person to person. Though 
Perry believed that MCC’s theology needed to remain basic and simple; a reminder to all 
MCC members, friends, and congregants of their sacred value as beloved children of 
God. 
Lesbians in MCC 
I would argue that one of the most impactful variables to create a disturbance in 
the traditional MCC theology was the influx of lesbians who were seeking a faith 
community that would welcome and ordain them. For women who were a part of Roman 
Catholic or mainline Protestant communities, their opportunity for ordained ministry was 
limited or even non-existent. Because women may use their life experiences to define 
 
 27 Warner, A Church of our Own, 201. 
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God more frequently than men, their theology could conceivably differ from those who 
relied on church dogma to define their belief system.  
Carol P. Christ explains her view on the concept of experience. “I defined 
‘experience’ as embodied and embedded in relationships and in time and place.”28 It is 
these experiences, these occurrences, which help us to make sense of the world. Aspects 
such as environment, other people, sight, sound, and various sensory influences draw our 
attention. When we notice and react to this stimulus, we remember the variables that are 
significant and define it as experience.  
It is important to remember that not everyone shares the same experiences. 
Though one may share a similar background to another, this cannot constitute identical 
experiences. Specific variables such as age, gender, race and/or ethnicity, socio-economic 
status can impact the way in which one will experience an event. We must remember the 
way we perceive an event is not necessarily the way that others will perceive the same 
event.29 And though our experiences cannot be perceived by others, we can offer 
empathy while considering what it might mean to live through another’s life experiences. 
It is in these experiential connections that a greater understanding of how God works in 
our lives and in the lives of others will perhaps become apparent.  
 
 28 Carol P. Christ, “Answering My Question” in Goddess and God in the World: 
Conversations in Embodied Theology, ed. Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016), 154-155. 
 
 29 Ibid., 155. 
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In 1972, Ellen Barrett wrote an article for the MCC theological journal, The Gay 
Christian, lamenting her frustration around the definition of MCC’s theology. Barrett 
writes: 
Theology is defined as the study of God and God’s relationship to the universe. 
Simple enough, certainly, and presumably broad enough to allow for all kinds of 
growth and exploration, but the more I hear theology talked about, the more it 
seems to have been redefined into something hard and inorganic that does not 
grow perceptibly well and moves only with incredible effort.30  
 
I would contend that the connection of lived experiences and theology must be 
considered in any discussion of God’s relationship with us. We bring with us all of who 
we are in our perception of who God is. Gay men, though empathetic, will never 
understand what it means to be a lesbian. And lesbians, though empathetic, will never 
understand what it means to be a gay man.  
Barrett goes on to share, “The fact that the Savior pictured in my mind when I 
pray looks more like a twentieth century lesbian than a first century man means a lot to 
me, but though it doesn’t change the gist of Her/His message at all.”31 Our present 
situation, our memories, and the way we perceive ourselves to be in the world all come 
together when defining the God of our understanding. If we are open to the possibility of 
a God that will meet us where we are in our life or faith journey, our theology will be 
broader and more inclusive of all experiences. 
 
30 Ellen Barrett, “Open Theology,” The Gay Christian 1, no. 5 (September 1972): 
2. 
 
31 Ibid., 3. 
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Though MCC was and continues to be an inclusive faith community, the lived 
experiences of lesbians often remain in the background, diminishing their influence on 
everything that makes MCC relevant for all. This observation impacted the theology 
presented by MCC to those who seek a faith community that will embrace their full 
humanity. But lesbians did join MCC and, in time, began to obtain the leadership roles 
that would change the course of MCC from a Pentecostal, male led religious organization 
to a more ecumenical and even more inclusive religious movement.  
“At its 1973 general conference, the MCC specifically singled out three groups as 
primary objects of concern for the following year…[including] a ministry to women; that 
is, MCC is officially seeking to draw females into its membership.”32 By that time, there 
were a number of lesbians who had joined the MCC churches and Rev. Freda Smith had 
been licensed to be an MCC pastor. But the leaders knew that if they were going to reach 
the lesbian community, more would have to be done. But the lesbians seemed to find 
themselves torn between the gay liberation movement, of which MCC was a part, and the 
women’s liberation movement which diligently worked to break apart the patriarchal 
paradigm that was an intrinsic part of most organizations, including religious 
communities. But for the lesbians who felt a call to organized Christian religion, MCC 
was there, working to break down barriers and to welcome the lesbian community. 
For example, Rev. Nancy L. Wilson had become a part of the growing number of 
lesbians serving MCC during the early years of the fellowship. She became the pastor of 
 
32 Ronald M. Enroth and Gerald E. Jamison, The Gay Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1974), 65. 
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a church in Detroit, MI, along with her then partner, Heather. Together they began 
making themselves known within the denomination by creating a Prison Ministry at a 
Women’s Facility in Detroit and by co-leading a growing church. But Wilson shares that 
during this time, “I began to feel the pulls and tugs of my own dual affiliation – with all 
women, as well as the gay community; both women and men.”33 To encourage the 
lesbian community to participate in the creation and development of MCC, there had to 
be some recognition of their personal experiences. “Lesbian-feminists, especially, are 
vehement in refusing to participate in religions committed to patriarchy and a male 
god.”34 
When Wilson was selected by Fellowship leaders to represent MCC at a National  
Council of Churches gathering, she was surprised by the response of the attendees. 
Wilson reflects:                
Questions came flooding about MCC. I found that MCC did not have a terribly 
good reputation among feminists – but I was proud to tell how far we have come 
in a few years – especially in terms of women in ministry. Because we are still 
small, our Fellowship is still open and flexible, able to respond fully to issues 
such as sexism.35  
 
But the questions from the people at the National Council of Churches gave her pause. 
 




33 Nancy Wilson, “National Council Calls Women,” In Unity 4, no. 5 (Winter 
1974): 2. 
 
34 Karla Jay and Allen Young, The Gay Report: Lesbians and Gay Men Speak Out 
About Sexual Experiences & Lifestyles (New York: Summit Books, 1977), 719. 
 
35 Wilson, “National Council Calls Women,” 11. 
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While considering the comments she received at the National Council of 
Churches gathering, Wilson created a list of suggestions which would assist church 
leaders in their outreach to lesbians. The list includes what you might expect; more 
women in leadership roles; a greater integration of women in committees. Wilson shared, 
“Changing a few words, adding “sisters” now and then, is not enough…”36 But what 
made her list unique and created discord among some churches was the suggestion of 
using feminism in worship through feminist liturgies and non-sexist versions of hymns.  
She also encouraged the creation of nonsexist church images. The pastors of 
MCC churches were invited to give attention to the church symbols and rituals and to 
develop and offer new expressions of God’s presence which would be affirming to all 
people. Being mindful of words that can diminish and hurt, requires people to consider 
both the “intent and impact” of what is being presented. When conversations are had and 
certain words are used, either knowingly or unknowingly, they create an impact. When 
exclusively male words are used to identify God or the Divine, there is no opportunity for 
women to find themselves in this form of expression. An example of this occurred at an 
MCC General Conference when Lucia Chappelle proposed a resolution for an inclusive 
language hymnal created by MCC for MCC. “One MCC clergyman cried out, ‘Father! 
Father! Why do they want to take my Father away from me?’”37 
 
36 Nancy Wilson, “A Ministry For and About Women,” In Unity 4, no. 2 (April 
1974): 2. 
 
37 Lillian Faderman and Stuart Timmons, Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, 
Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians (New York: Basic Books, 2006), 265. 
 
 29  
 
Like most Christian churches, MCC tended to have a very patriarchal liturgical 
presentation with the use of male pronouns throughout their worship, including the 
scripture passages read, sermons, and hymns. MCC’s lesbian community responded with 
a concerted effort towards changing the patriarchal way of relating to God. Their 
understanding was that to be fully inclusive as MCC wanted to be, by gathering more 
women into MCC churches, the denomination must encourage change and to consider 
new and diverse ways of seeing God. 
Rev. Marge Ragona put it this way, “For me, the concept of ‘God as Father’ 
brings images of a stern forbidding, angry Jahweh, the jealous God, disapproving and 
condemning.”38 Ragona goes on to share,  
God as ‘Father’ for me is an unhappy image. God as El Shaddai provides me with 
a loving alternative. To doctrinally insist that we worship ‘God the Father’ may 
well divide many people who need to be included in our community.39  
 
Rev. Ragona along with others in MCC’s lesbian community encouraged the use 
of other, more affirming and nurturing images, to describe the Divine One. Alternative 
images such as Spirit or Eagle or Rock can offer support and care, power and strength, 
when life seems overwhelming. To the lesbians who helped build and grow MCC, any 
supportive and compassions image of a God who encourages their work, must have felt 
necessary in their lives. 
 
38 Marge Ragona, Essay from In Unity. (April/May 1979), 2. 
For more information about the MCC magazines or to obtain copies of noted articles, 
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By the late 1970s and early 1980s, there was a noticeable shift in the direction and 
theology of MCC. As lesbian women began to take on leadership roles within the 
denomination, there came additional pressure to create even greater inclusivity. Even 
within a church that professes to be welcoming to all people, particularly the LGBTQ 
community, there is powerful transformation when lesbian women study and preach on 
sacred texts, celebrate communion, and claim their sacred value as beloved by God.40 
In Wilson’s book Our Tribe: Queer Folks, God, Jesus, and the Bible, she shares 
an experience at an MCC clergy and leadership conference in 1982. By that time, the 
lesbian community within MCC had grown weary of constantly dealing with the always 
present men’s issues.  
But then something significant happened during that conference that would 
change the course of lesbian ministry and leadership in MCC; the women began to talk 
about their experiences in a patriarchal church environment. They talked with each other 
about their frustration and sadness at always being a step behind the male clergy, having 
their thoughts and ideas ignored, and being relegated to the caregiver role in support of 
the men. 
Wilson writes that during this gathering: 
…(d)ealing with sexism was an in thing to do. So, the women withdrew. The 
men felt abandoned because, well, we abandoned them! Not forever, but for this 
time.41 
 
40 Wilson, Our Tribe, 44. 
 
41 Ibid., 46.  
   Wilson’s full written account of this event describes the intensity of the time 
and the power of a community of women who share a similar experience. 
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The women took the time to listen to each other. Intentionally listen! And through 
this listening came stories of pain and suffering at the hands of men. Memories of 
physical and sexual abuse were shared in a space that felt safe enough. Tears were shed 
and healing happened because of the community that was built. To my mind, these 
women modeled God for each other. They offered tenderness and compassion when no 
one else would. They created salvific encounters for each other in which peace could 
finally spring forth for each of the women gathered. When women accept their need to 
care for and nurture one another, they discover their own power which is diminished and 
feared by our patriarchal world.42 These women shared the pain and terror of being a 
woman in the world with others who could understand them. In the words of Nelle 
Morton and in that instance, “Women are literally hearing one another to speech.”43  
It is interesting to me the timing of this gathering. Because in the next decade,  
it would be imperative that the women find their voices and be able to use them to 
support, not only themselves but for the gay men who were part of their community. 
 
AIDS Crisis and its Impact on MCC 
In the early 1980s, something occurred which would affect every aspect of 
MCC’s outreach and ministry. A “gay cancer” began to appear and was affecting gay 
men at an alarming rate. And as MCC was and is primarily a church with an outreach to 
 
42 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: Crossing Press, 
2007), 111. 
 
43 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 55. 
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the gay and lesbian community, the impact of HIV/AIDS took a relentless toll on the 
community. While schisms and discord created trouble during the 1970s, HIV/AIDS 
brought the MCC community back together to fight the powers that would minimize the 
impact of the disease and to provide care and support when very few others would. 
But HIV/AIDS affected the theology of MCC’s men and women in different 
ways. For the men of the community, who were predominately gay men, the fear and 
terror of developing the disease called into question the affirmation of their lives and their 
love for God and for each other. They had been told since 1968 of God’s love and care 
for them as gay men. They heard messages from the pulpits and from the leaders of MCC 
that they were created in God’s divine image and that they are indeed blessed by God. 
And now with the progression of HIV/AIDS, it became difficult, if not impossible to 
believe this inspiring message. Particularly when so much of society was telling gay men 
that they deserved their disease and that they were being punished by God for their 
indecent lifestyle. 
“The deep hurt, anger and resentment provoked by the negative secular and 
religious response to AIDS, especially the inflammatory comments of the religious right 
in America that associated AIDS with God’s wrath and judgment, is reflected in 
approaches to scripture and theology that are more radical.”44 This radical way of 
challenging religion required gay and lesbian communities such as MCC to take a more 
 
44 Guest, When Deborah Met Jael, 247. 
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confrontative stance with scriptural exegesis. The apologetic way of biblical 
interpretation would no longer suffice for this deeply wounded community.  
During this time, it became exceedingly important for MCC to speak out against 
those who would demean the sacred value of the gay and lesbian community and to 
affirm the lives and love of same-gender-loving people as holy and good within the eyes 
of the Divine. It became more important than ever to assure gay men that they were 
indeed beloved by God and that nothing they had done would change God’s 
compassionate love for them. 
 “However, the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and ‘90s, which effectively 
destroyed a generation of male leaders, called on lesbians to make peace and assume 
leadership within the church.”45 And the lesbian community did take steps in order to 
create greater care and connection with gay men. The lesbians did the holy work of 
serving those in the LGBTQ community who needed their love and support and they 
provide nurture for their dear brothers who could no longer care for themselves. During 
the height of the AIDS crisis, lesbians often worked at the church, preparing for a Sunday 
worship service. They would visit hospices or homes to be with those who were dying, 
letting them know they were not alone. And they did funerals by the hundreds. This at a 
time when no one else would do funerals for those who had died of AIDS.  
Rev. Elder Freda Smith shared:  
 
45 Faderman and Timmons, Gay L.A., 265. 
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It [AIDS] took a third of our members. It [AIDS] decimated our clergy. I did 
hundreds of funerals and working with people who were dying and there was no 
time for anything except AIDS.46 
  
Because MCC had been designated, for good or not, as the “gay church” they were 
frequently the religious outreach to anyone who had AIDS as well as their families and 
dear friends. And this outreach became a new way of thinking and acting theologically 
for the lesbian community who, up to this point, felt negated by the ministry of MCC. 
“When the topic of lesbians ministering to men with AIDS came up… [Rev. 
Karen] Ziegler responded this way, ‘I don’t feel like I’m sacrificing – I receive energy by 
ministering to men with AIDS. [Some] men I love very much…began to die of 
AIDS…and my heart has been opened in a way in never was before.”47  
There is a compelling story shared by Rev. Elder Nancy Wilson in her book Our 
Tribe of a visit she made to a hospice on Christmas Eve. The hospice employees shared 
with her of a young man named Michael, an AIDS patient, who was just too afraid to die. 
They asked Nancy to visit with him as she was a familiar face at the hospice, often 
visiting church members and others who needed some attention from a clergy person. 
She entered Michael’s room and saw a young man decimated by the horrific 
disease. She sat down and asked Michael if she could pray with him. He nodded his head 
in affirmation. When she finished, she shared with him about the message and outreach 
 
46 Melissa Wilcox, “Rev. Elder Freda Smith | Oral History,” LGBTQ Religious 
Archives Network, February 24, 2007, https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/oral-
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of Metropolitan Community Church to the gay community. On his pad of paper, Michael 
wrote, “Gay Angels?” 
It all became clear. Michael did not want to go anywhere he would not be 
welcome, including heaven (maybe especially). But if gay angels would 
accompany him, there was hope! Suddenly I remembered (Ben) who had died 
only three months before in the room next door to Michael’s. Ben was an angel, 
in life and in death. Gay angels, what a wonderful thought; the room seemed to be 
filled with them.48 
 
Because of the AIDS crisis and its impact of the MCC community, it became 
imperative to create a witness that would resonate with a shell-shocked community 
dealing with seemingly unending illness, death, and societal apathy. While it appeared 
that the whole world, encouraged by the Religious Right, was saying that “AIDS is God’s  
gift to the gay community”49 the affirmation from MCC was that “God is greater than 
AIDS.”50 This affirmation guided the MCC community from recognition of God’s  
unconditional love to a more justice acting God; a God that was desperately needed by 
those who had lost just about everything. 
Through ritual, compassion, and care as well as a powerful social justice ministry, 
MCC moved through the AIDS crisis battered and bruised but still standing. By the mid-
1990s, the advent of the combination therapy HIV cocktail dropped the mortality rate 
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from close to 100 percent down to a frequently manageable chronic illness. And with the 
fellowship still reeling from the deaths of so many of their clergy and congregants, the 
fear of speaking out and hiding in the metaphorical closet diminished. This period after 
the AIDS Crisis was a time of reflective and theological growth for MCC and its 
surviving leadership. It was time to “Act Up”51 by calling out those religious and political 
figures who allowed the AIDS Crisis to continue unchecked. And within the turmoil and 
angst of the AIDS crisis, the moment was ripe for the development of what would emerge 
as Gay and Lesbian Theology, and ultimately Queer Theology. 
 
Queer Theology and MCC 
In 1993, Robert Goss, a former Jesuit priest, MCC pastor, and AIDS activist, 
published a book that would change the trajectory of gay and lesbian theology. No longer 
would those who identified as LGBTQ and Christian hide in the shadows of the church. 
And no longer would apologetic theology suffice for those who had so little in the way of 
theological and scriptural understanding.  
Goss encouraged the lesbian and gay community to allow their personal 
experiences to inform their theology, akin to the work of the liberation theologians. 
“Liberation theologies challenge dominant Christian political regimes of universal truth 
 
51 This acronym, used as a rallying cry from HIV/AIDS activists, is meant to 
create an uncomfortable situation for those with privilege and power. See article from Jon 
Greenburg entitled “ACT UP explained”, 1992. Accessed May 18, 2019. 
http://www.actupny.org/documents/greenbergAU.html.  
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with the concrete, lived situation of oppressed peoples and their liberative practices.”52 
Goss recognized the growth of this type of theology as organic, built upon the 
experiences of guilt, shame, and oppression. And in order to have any kind of affirming 
theology, one must look at those experiences, how they impact one’s life, and how it 
informs and ultimately changes their perception of the Divine. 
Goss also embraced the notion of a sexual theology, in that those in the lesbian 
and gay community are frequently identified solely by their sexual orientation. I would 
argue what Goss did for so many in MCC was that he gave people permission to consider 
a God who may indeed love them for all of who they are, including their sexuality. In 
such a puritanical society as the United States, this type of affirmation was salvific for 
many, particularly those who had survived the AIDS crisis. With the body negativity that 
surrounded HIV/AIDS, to be affirmed as fully a part of God would have been a catharsis 
for many. As MCC offered care, compassion, and support for those struggling with 
HIV/AIDS, Robert Goss gave them a voice at the theological table. 
And though Goss labeled his theology as applicable for those in the lesbian and 
gay communities, he seemed to believe that he could aptly engage the lesbian community 
with his theological work as he was a self-described “dialogue partner” with lesbians. He 
did suggest that he would refrain from “…making particular claims about how lesbians 
 
52 Robert Goss, Jesus Acted Up: A Gay and Lesbian Manifesto (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), xvi. 
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experience or what they feel.”53 But as a theologian and feminist, he wanted to attempt an 
outreach to the lesbian community. 
I share this not to disparage Goss’ work. He created an opening and a passage into 
Queer Theology for lesbians seeking this type of experience. Other critics, including 
Roman Catholic lesbian-feminist, Mary Hunt, took him to task on his claims. Goss quotes 
Hunt: 
The backlash against AIDS increases the need for lesbian and gay people to work 
together. I must also say that as they work together it is increasingly clear that 
fewer and fewer claims can be made that apply to both women and men. 
Experiences of loving persons of the same sex may be similar insofar as both 
sexes are oppressed by the larger society. But there the differences end because of 
a patriarchally constructed society…. My sense is that trying to talk lesbian/gay 
anything is like trying to speak of a Judeo-Christian culture. It simply obscures 
the differences and results in muddled and disrespectful discussions. It ought not 
to be done.54 
 
Goss did work to create and share what he described as an inclusionary theology which 
was both “queer and feminist.” He encouraged lesbians to speak for themselves whenever 
possible and to challenge those areas in which they were oppressed.55 
By the mid-to-late 1990s, more theologians were developing and offering Queer 
Theology resources. For people within and outside of MCC, this was a time of speaking 
 
53 Ibid., xviii – xix. 
 
54 Ibid., xviii. 
 
55 The introduction of Goss’ book provides an excellent overview of how he 
created his queer theological work, including his claims of being a dialogue partner with 
the lesbian community. I would argue, as did Mary Hunt, that unless one has lived the 
experience, one cannot fully understand the ramifications of that experience. Gay men 
certainly can create a theology that may resonate with lesbians, but it cannot fully 
encompass the lesbian theological experience. 
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one’s truth about their experience with the sacred, what it meant to be identified as gay, 
lesbian, transgender, or as another sexual minority, and as a Christian. For so long, one 
had to make the difficult choice of being Queer OR being a Christian. “Queer Christians 
are often heard to say that it is harder to come out as a Christian in queer circles than it is 
to come out as queer in church circles.”56  These resources showed that it was possible to 
be both and to have theological reflection regarding the intersection of the queer 
community and Christianity. 
Many of these Queer Theology offerings were directed toward the academy or 
towards those with some form of theological education such as seminarians or clergy. 
With reflection on ancient communities that accepted and even honored same-gender 
love and affection to academic papers on saints and other early religious authorities who 
may have identified as what is currently termed as “queer”, it became apparent that Queer 
understandings of the Divine were not as novel as it seemed.  
According to Gary David Comstock and Susan E. Henking, “Without ignoring 
either the sharp oppositions between homosexuality and organized religion or the 
constructive and occasionally emancipatory role of religion for lesbians and gay men, we 
shift the discussion to various historical, cultural, philosophical, and literary 
 
56 Elizabeth Stuart, “Why bother with Christianity anyway?” in Religion is a 
Queer Thing: A Guide to the Christian Faith for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 
Transgendered People, Elizabeth Stuart with Andy Braunston, Malcolm Edwards, John 
McMahon and Tim Morrison (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 1997), 13.  
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arrangements of religion and sexuality.”57 While the knowledge that religion and 
homosexuality were not as disparate as it may have seemed, such academic work still 
remained out of reach for people seeking affirmation that they could discuss God and 
Jesus within the scope of their life experiences and find the sacred in all of it. 
Patrick Cheng, an Episcopal priest and former MCC clergy, created and offered 
books that made Queer Theology more accessible to those seeking this type of resource. 
In his initial offering, Radical Love: An Introduction to Queer Theology, Cheng discusses 
the intersection of religion and queer theory and how this amalgam developed into Queer 
Theology. He offers a simple, three-part definition of Queer Theology: 
First, queer theology is LGBT people “talking about God.” Second, queer 
theology is “talking about God” in a self-consciously transgressive manner, 
especially in terms of challenging societal norms about sexuality and gender. 
Third, queer theology is “talk about God” that challenges and deconstructs the 
natural binary categories of sexual and gender identity.58 
 
Yet, while Cheng does offer a simple and succinct description of Queer Theology, there 
is no place in his description for unique differences between gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, 
and the transgender community.  
Using the work of theologians from these various communities, Cheng is 
affirming that there is a place for all people in God’s realm and yet the distinct 
differences between the communities are never dissected. He does acknowledge the need 
 
57 Gary David Comstock and Susan E. Henking, introduction to Que(e)rying 
Religion: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gary David Comstock and Susan E. Henking, (New 
York: Continuum, 1997), 11. 
 
 58 Patrick S. Cheng, Radical Love: An Introduction of Queer Theology (New 
York: Seabury Books, 2011), 9. 
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for the inclusion of one’s intersectionality when considering the future of Queer 
Theology. He states, “One noticeable trend is the increasing focus by queer theologians 
on issues of race, class, and other factors in additional to sexuality and gender identity.”59  
 For a queer person seeking to discern their place as part of a sacred family, Cheng 
offers to them the blessing of God’s radical and inclusive love. For a lesbian who seeks 
her particular place in the sacred family, the lack of specific examples of her 
intersectionality of sexual minority and a woman, may leave her wanting. And though 
Cheng presents a well thought out and accessible work, it does present a need for 
individual theological resources for groups within sexual-minority communities.  
There is an opportunity now within Queer Theology to dissect it, to invite in those 
who may recognize themselves in theological discussions and still acknowledge that they 
are not fully included in the conversation. Contextual theologies such as Queer Theology 
grew out of other theological perspectives. I believe now is the time to go even deeper in 
Queer Theology and consider even more lived experiences using the example of other 
contextual theologies. There are still voices missing, voices that are silenced, even within 






 59 Ibid., 39. 
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Chapter 2 
Diverse Liberation Theologies: Opportunity for Critical Engagement in the Lesbian 
Community 
 
With the advent of Queer Theology, the concept that someone can identify as both 
LGBTQ as well as Christian is slowly gaining acceptance in Western culture. The belief 
that Lesbian Theology is a subset of Queer Theology and Feminist Theology is 
comparatively new in the Christian community. I am developing this thesis to encourage 
lesbians who are marginalized within the LGBTQ and the feminist community to expand 
their own theology by critically engaging with various forms of Liberation Theology. 
Using the theological work of diverse feminist communities as well as those within the 
Queer community, lesbians within MCC have theological models to follow while finding 
and developing their theological voice. This will hopefully empower other sexual 
minorities to discern and speak their own theology. 
During the cultural shift of anti-oppression movements of the late 1960s, Feminist 
Theology began to influence faith communities around the world. That shift coupled with 
the introduction of Black Theology and Liberation Theology empowered women to make 
their voices heard in personal and political arenas as well as within churches. The 
cognitive dissonance that is Feminist Theology requires us to consider that what is 
considered true is not. And what we expect to be loving and affirming, often is not.60 It is 
 
60 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist 
Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993), xviii. 
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this sense of injustice and the lack of women’s recognition within the church that became 
the core of Feminist Liberation Theology. 
Women had long recognized the marginalization they faced as part of a faith 
community. Because of this persistent ostracism, women felt the needed to integrate the 
cultural equality movements within the church. “Feminist theology (joined) some other 
contemporary theologies in seeking ways to embrace the earthly/worldly/bodily aspects 
of being which were identified with the feminine and devalued in most traditions.”61 
Women wanted and needed for their silenced voices to be heard. Women, without asking 
for permission from the patriarchal leaders of churches and denominations, began to 
speak their personal truths which would affirm and empower their lives as well as the 
lives of other women. 
Because the culture was changing so rapidly and Vatican II had opened the doors 
for slightly more women’s involvement in the Roman Catholic Church, which was then 
modeled by Protestant churches, women began to experience further advancement in 
faith communities. No longer would women be satisfied with teaching Sunday School or 
coordinating the after-worship-service luncheons. No longer would they be complacent 
when they heard clergy and other church leaders denigrate their lived experiences and 
what they knew to be true in their own life journey. Women began applying to and being 
accepted to seminaries. Women began to study the bible and to look for their own 
 
61 Wanda Warren Berry, “Feminist Theology: The ‘Verbing’ of Ultimate/Intimate 
Reality in Mary Daly” in Feminist Interpretations of Mary Daly, ed. Sarah Lucia 
Hoagland and Marilyn Frye (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2000), 49. 
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experiences in sacred scripture. Women discovered that they no longer needed to rely on 
others to tell them what they must believe about God and Jesus. Slowly but surely, they 
realized they could create their own theology. 
 
Feminist Theologies 
In 1968, Boston College Professor and radical feminist theologian, Mary Daly, 
published her first book, The Church and the Second Sex. Daly’s feminist work has 
greatly influenced feminist theological discourse and has created transformational 
scholarship as well as religious study.62 The publication of her book as well as her 
observation of the patriarchal rule of the Christian church was the spark that many 
women of faith needed in order to realize that they were not alone in their feeling of 
being diminished in a place that was meant to offer comfort and welcome.  
In this initial offering, Daly took the role of a feminist reformer believing that she 
could change the sexist attitudes of the church by working within the church to undo 
thousands of years of male dominated Christian ritual and theology. She explored Simone 
de Beauvoir’s view that women’s diminished role in society mirrors that of women’s 
relegation to secondary roles in the church.  
Agreeing with Simone de Beauvoir’s claim that (in patriarchy) women have no 
history or symbols and thus are dependent on the authority of a male symbolic, 
Mary Daly went on to create (nonlinear) herstory and symbols of ultimate reality 
 
62 Ibid., 29. 
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or Be-ing which might be adequate to women’s passion for depth and 
transcendence, symbols which would support women’s self-realization.63  
 
By her second book, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s 
Liberation, Daly had set aside any hope that the church could be reformed and moved 
into the role of a self-described feminist revolutionary. She stated, “The earlier book 
manifested some of the anger and ebullient hope that characterized the period 
immediately following the Second Vatican Council.”64 At this point in her feminist 
observations of patriarchal Christianity, Daly had determined that the church could not be 
reformed and presented her case that “…if God is male, then male is God.”65  
Daly also argued that a simple change of pronoun to describe God, moving from 
“he” to “she” was not enough. The goal of women’s empowerment and the attempt at 
equality and inclusion had to move beyond an easy fix as there was no definitive answer 
as to how women could find their experiences within the context of the church. Daly 
recognized that what needed to be fixed was women’s belief that their expression and 
existence was less than that of men. Once women move beyond that self-degradation and 
into a personal place of affirmation and self-worth, it becomes difficult to contain their 
confidence and progress. 
 
63 Marilyn Frey and Sarah Lucia Hoagland, introduction to Feminist 
Interpretations of Mary Daly (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2000), 5.  
 
64 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s 
Liberation (1973; repr., Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), xxxiii. 
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Another area in which revolutionary feminism has created waves within 
Christianity is the rise of the Goddess movement. For women who desire a new and 
unique community while being a part of something which they can adopt as they discern 
Divine images and sacred language, the Goddess movement inspires creative ways of 
interacting with the sacred. “[Some feminists] argue that the Goddess symbol found in 
many traditions can aid modern women’s liberation by providing an image of female 
power that can counteract the symbol of God as male.”66 Though Goddess worship often 
reflects a Pagan or earth-based tradition, for women who have been extremely hurt by 
mainstream Christian churches, finding a space where there is complete support for one’s 
self and one’s connection to Universe can be salvific.  
Carol Christ has done extensive work on the Goddess experience and how it can 
connect with people seeking to heal the wounds received from the Christian religion. She 
affirms the connection that “thealogy”, a more feminine based “theology”, consists of 
one’s experiences. Christ shares,  
…I, like many other feminist scholars, can no longer write in an impersonal voice. 
Traditionally, theologians mask the personal experiences that lead them to think 
as they do.67  
 
As we grow and change, from childhood to young adulthood and beyond, our 
experiences change which will impact our personal theology. Speaking only for myself, 
 
66 Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow, introduction to Womanspirit Rising: A 
Feminist Reader in Religion, ed. Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow (1979; repr., New 
York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992) 10-11. 
 
 67 Carol P. Christ, Rebirth of the Goddess: Finding Meaning in Feminist 
Spirituality (New York: Routledge, 1997), 36. 
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the God of my childhood is not the God of my adult years. I also honor and recognize 
that this may not be the case for everyone. But I believe that as our life experiences 
change us, our understanding and our experience of God also evolves. 
While connection and worship using the Goddess symbol may be somewhat new 
to Western Christianity, “Asian women have always been surrounded by strong female 
religious figures.”68 Because Asia is so vast and contains many different faith traditions, 
there is an amalgam of Buddhism, Shamanism, and Confucianism that integrates with 
Christianity.69 There is a connection with ancient and indigenous traditions that continue 
to be part of life in the Asian community. Though the Goddess symbol is worshipped by 
both women and men, it is not surpassed by male Gods.70 Patriarchy continues to direct 
these faith traditions which will influence the roles of the Goddess symbols into a form 
which will serve the patriarchal church. 
Though the radical feminist work of Daly, as well as the Goddess movement, 
inspired some women of faith to leave the church, many women still found strength and 
comfort in organized Christian religion. These women were not so quick to give up what 
 
 68 Kwok Pui-lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology (Cleveland: The Pilgrim 
Press, 2000), 72. 
 
 69 Choi Hee An, Korean Women and God: Experiencing God in a Multi-religious 
Colonial Context (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005), 9. 
  
 70 Kwok explains that though the Goddesses continue to be worshiped in Asian 
communities, this does not increase the status of women. In fact, the power held by the 
Goddesses is controlled by the patriarchy in order to serve their own quest for power. See 
pages 72 – 74 in Introducing Asian Feminist Theology for more detail.  
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they found meaningful and were often willing to set aside the theology and the part of the 
worship experience which did not work for them while embracing what did.  
Feminist theologians continued to hope that in reforming the patriarchal church 
through the creation of something new, hopeful, and redemptive they would provide 
women the opportunity to be an integral part of a fully inclusive faith community. They 
shared their theological understandings in books and journal articles as well as workshops 
which spoke to women who still believed they could remain in church communities or to 
those who sought more affirming, progressive churches like MCC. As Letty Russell 
wrote, “I have always found it difficult to walk away from the church, but I have also 
found it difficult to walk with it.”71 
Yet, there remains bias within the feminist theological movement. “Euro-
American feminists need to understand that as long as they refuse to recognize that 
oppressive power-over is an intrinsic element of their racism/ethnic prejudice, they will 
continue to do violence to feminism.”72 Euro-American feminists must consider their 
exclusion of women’s voices from the theological table while inviting and encouraging 
women who have differing life experiences to share their interpretation of what is sacred. 
Euro-American feminists must include the experiences of those who struggle with 
alienation and poverty; the differing experiences of sexism; and those who may be 
marginalized due to race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Without the inclusion of 
 
71 Letty Russell, Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 11. 
 
 72Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Mujerista Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1996), 19. 
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all women’s voices, Feminist Theology is incomplete and does not reflect the fullness of 
God. 
For women of color, more specifically black women, they can find multiple 
identifications with both black liberation theology as well as feminist theology. But if 
one’s theology is based on their lived experience, then neither black liberation theology 
nor feminist theology would fully fit for black women. “Consequently, womanist god-
talk often lives in tension with its two groups of relatives: black male liberationists and 
feminists.”73 There are too many aspects of black liberation theology that do not take into 
account how black women connect with God. And as feminist theology tends to be 
exclusive to white women, differing women’s experiences, such as racism and classism, 
are discounted or go unacknowledged. 
I believe it is important to define the term womanist as it is can be an unfamiliar 
term to those with minimal exposure to Liberation theologies. Alice Walker, in her 1983 
book of essays, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, provided a definition of what a 
womanist means to her.  
A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. Appreciates and 
prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility (values tears as a natural 
counter-balance of laughter), and women’s strength. Sometimes loves individual 
men, sexually and/or nonsexually. Committed to survival and wholeness of entire 
people, male and female. Not a separatist, except periodically, for health. 
Traditionally universalist, as in: “Mama, why are we brown, pink, and yellow, 
and our cousins are white, beige, and black?” Ans.: “Well, you know the colored 
race is just like a flower garden, with every color flower represented.” 
 
 73 Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist 
God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 178. 
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Traditionally capable, as in: “Mama, I’m walking to Canada and I’m taking you 
and a bunch of other slaves with me.” Reply: “It wouldn’t be the first time.”74 
 
Though Walker provides a broad interpretation of womanist, I find the more 
succinct definition shared in a New York Times interview to be easier to understand. 
Walker states: 
 I just like to have words,'' she explains, ''that describe things correctly. Now to 
 me, 'black feminist' does not do that. I need a word that is organic, that really 
 comes out of the culture that really expresses the spirit that we see in black 
 women. And it's just . . . womanish.75  
 
The discussion regarding Black Feminist as synonymous of Womanist continues and I 
recognize that each individual will have specific reasons for using their selected 
expression. For the purpose of this thesis, I will use the self-identifier of the theologian or 
ethicist, if so noted. 
For womanist theologians, it is important to hold to one’s identity and to affirm it 
as beautiful and sacred when culturally black women receive little respect in society and 
the academy. They are often the target of sexual harassment and assault. They often are 
paid significantly less than their male or white counterparts. And their stories are often 
diminished as something that has little meaning to anyone but those in their community. 
The importance of lifting and affirming the voices and theology of black women invites 
other marginalized communities to recognize and honor their strength and courage while 
 
 74 Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens (1984; repr., New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 2003), xi. 
 
 75 David Bradley, “Novelist Alice Walker Telling the Black Woman’s Story.” 
New York Times Magazine, January 8, 1984, 
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encouraging them to do the same.  
Black women looking to connect with the sacred can incorporate their life journey 
as well as that of their ancestors as a starting point with which to know God. They can 
consider that God is always present in the joys and the sufferings of their daily living. 
Black women live daily the intersectionality of sexism, racism, and classism. The 
Womanist community affirms God’s presence in that intersection, finding space for the 
Holy in the daily struggles and in the presence of those who understand their experience. 
In my research, it appears that there is a far greater depth and incorporation of the 
past and the experiences of ancestors in womanist theology than within feminist 
theology. “Womanist theology uses a wide range of sources – traditional church 
doctrines, African American fiction and poetry, nineteenth-century black women leaders, 
poor and working-class black women in holiness churches, gospel music, spirituals, 
personal narratives, conjure, and syncretic black religiosity, and the experiences of black 
women in slavery.”76 And when comparing womanist theology to black liberation 
theology, “…womanist theologies add the goals of survival, quality of life, and 
wholeness to black theology’s goals of liberation and justice.”77 
In order to fully reflect upon the experience of black women, one must consider 
why there is need for a theology of “survival, quality of life, and wholeness”. Black 
women, more than others, carry with them frequent and debilitating economic oppression 
 
 76 Monica A. Coleman, Making a Way Out of No Way: A Womanist Theology 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 7. 
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and the systemic racism that attempts to destroy black lives. For black mothers to lose 
their children to violence and for black women to be a consistent target of subjugation, it 
is not surprising that they would find strength, courage, and wholeness in a God who 
understands their situation and journeys with them in their joys and sorrows. It then 
becomes imperative for Black women to take their lived experiences and preserve them 
in a way which will offer care and affirmation to themselves and their communities.78  
Remembering and acknowledging the past can be a difficult exercise for any 
community. The stories from ancestors and personal memories of slavery, lynching, rape, 
and legalized segregation evolving into systemic racism are burdens carried by African 
American women. Latina women struggle when they are told they need to forget the 
language of their ancestors, they must learn to speak English, and give up meaningful 
traditions in order to assimilate. Asian women struggle when colonialism dominates their 
traditions and religions. And yet, not only do women carry the memories of their 
ancestors, they also bring forth generations of women’s wisdom that worked to protect 
young girls by helping them to find their voices and reminded them that they too are 
beautiful and are made in God’s perfect image.  
“Too much theology appears to be written from the head but not from the heart, 
for other scholars, but not for everyday living.”79 Theology must be present to the current 
needs of people while taking into consideration past experiences and stories. It is through 
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these memories that one imagines God and creates a theology that becomes an integral 
part of one’s life. 
In order to consider all women’s voices in feminist theology, we must look even 
further into lived experiences that go beyond the margins. There are many undocumented 
immigrant Latina women whose voices are missing from every aspect of society. When 
considering Latina/Mujerista theology, like the theology of any marginalized community, 
the struggles of the Latina community must be considered.  
Latina feminists share, “We are daily border-crossers who must learn early on to 
interpret life on both sides – life in the dominant culture and life in the Latina community 
– in order to survive.”80 To understand who God may be for women in the Latina 
community, feminist theologians must appreciate the Latina’s daily existence of 
navigating a world that diminishes their visibility in both Euro-American feminism and 
the Latin culture. Today in the United States, with the intense targeting of Mexican 
immigrants, to consider how Latina women envision God is a radical act. White feminist 
theologians must embrace the lives of Latina women while confronting their own part in 
Latina and Mujerista repression. 
When this new wave of feminist theologians took matters into their own hands, 
they developed ways in which women could work for change in Christian churches while 
not negating the alienation they felt. By being affirmed through the creation of prayers, 
 
 80 Maria Pilar Aquíno, Daisy L. Machado, and Jeanette Rodríguez, introduction to 
A Reader in Latina Feminist Theology: Religion and Justice, ed. Maria Pilar Aquíno, 
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rituals and liturgy, and even specific women-churches, feminists who feel marginalized 
and who chose to remain as part of a Christian community could find the connection to 
God they were seeking, they could hear the gospel message of Jesus’ life and ministry 
while using the process of critical reflection to locate those places where the ancient 
women’s voices were diminished in sacred texts. They could walk their personal journey 
of faith with the knowledge that they were true to themselves and to other Christian 
women by acknowledging their sacred value as well as the sacred value of all people 
through the use of inclusive language and imagery. They began to reflect upon and to 
develop a new paradigm of the Christian church which would affirm the equality of both 
women and men. 
 
Feminist Hermeneutics 
The Bible has been used for two millennia to engage the power of the patriarchy 
and to diminish the humanity of people whose life experiences are outside of the societal 
expected norms. Therefore, to read the Bible in such a way as to affirm women’s lives is 
imperative to honor their sacred value and worth. When women read the Bible, they must 
consider their own lived experiences while bearing in mind that the Bible is not divine 
revelation. Women must consider that interpretations of the Bible are not unequivocally 
the words of God but are the words of men.81  Though using a feminist hermeneutic to 
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read the Bible requires readers to be very conscious of how they have been trained to 
focus on certain passages while skipping or minimizing others. 
When a feminist consciousness is used to unpack scriptural texts which have, in 
various instances, become “texts of terror”82 for many women, it frees both men and 
women to look beyond the commonly held interpretations and go deeper into the time 
and context of the biblical texts. It will consider the full humanity of women, not just the 
proof-text interpretations which are frequently used to subjugate women. A feminist 
awareness will embrace the possibility that, because biblical passages were written by 
men and viewed through the lens of men’s experiences, women have always been a part 
of the communities which had sacred impact and declared the holiness of God. 
As the feminist theologians sought those places in the Bible in which gender 
diminished the lives of ancient women, womanist theologians consider not only gender 
but race and class in their biblical interpretation. Delores Williams reminds us,   
When the Bible [is probed] for meanings, relevant to African-American women’s 
experience and faith, contemporary womanists engage a hermeneutical posture of 
suspicion, just as their feminist sisters do. That said, another truth must be 
articulated. Womanists have a slave cultural heritage of which to be mindful.83  
 
It is true that the slave heritage was certainly something that black liberation theologians 
have included in their theological reflection, but women’s experiences were different than 
that of the men. It is often at this point where womanist biblical interpretation will focus 
 
 82 The title of a 1984 publication by Phyllis Tribble has been used by 
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on motherhood and the pain of having their children taken from them.  
During the time of African American slavery here in the United States, it was not 
uncommon for a black woman to give birth to a child who was taken from her and sold to 
another plantation owner. And there is the more current condition of young black men 
being sent into the prison system for minor offenses or being murdered in the streets with 
no justice for the family of the young men. Where is God for black women during the 
loss of their child, however it occurs? 
In my research on biblical interpretation by and for the womanist/black feminist 
community, I ran into issues in that there was very little information available. 
“Womanist biblical interpretation, womanist religious-studies-related work, and feminist 
biblical interpretation are related but not easily paralleled, especially due the limited 
amount of womanist biblical scholarship.”84 But there are those who attempt, using their 
personal interpretation, to create biblical scholarship directed specifically to women of 
African American descent.  
These scholars recognize the importance that the bible plays in their lives and 
how the words of scripture seem to uplift and affirm them when nothing else will. “For 
African American (Protestant) women, the Bible has been the only book passed down 
from her ancestors, and it has been presented to her as the medium for experiencing and 
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knowing the will of the Christian God.”85 And to be able to carry these interpretations 
and stories throughout their lives, African American women can find comfort and healing 
in a similar ways as did the heroines of the biblical texts. 
When those who work within liberation theology, including feminist theology, 
speak their truth, bringing to light the harm and difficulty brought to many people by 
patriarchal biblical interpretations and church doctrine developed based on this 
interpretation, there is the expected push back. The white male patriarchal voice can be 
forceful and punitive, holding power, control, and influence over oppressed people. It can 
be exceedingly difficult to stay focused on the gospel message of Jesus and the realm of 
God here on earth when people are labelled as heretical for questioning the status quo and 
going deeper into biblical text. And yet, as the feminist community knows, the struggle 
must continue in order to open the eyes of those who hold the power and to offer freedom 
and blessing to those who are hurt by continuing oppressive traditions. 
 
Inclusive Language and Imagery as Part of Feminist Theology  
Integrated as part of biblical interpretation, feminist women have encouraged the 
use of inclusive language in worship.  This includes women created and expressed 
liturgy. Yet, when we speak of God within the Christian tradition, the most common 
pronoun is “he” as God is frequently referred to as “Father” in sacred texts. When 
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considering the time and context of the patriarchal cultures, God would most certainly be 
referred to in male terms. The head of the household was most likely male and so it 
would make sense to ancient communities that the Lord of all creation would be 
imagined as male, as well. This assumption has caused no small amount of anguish for 
women and has relegated them to second class citizens in most societies.  
But many, if not most, modern theologians now believe that it is impossible to 
describe God using our limited human language. Any descriptors or images we use to 
define God are far too small to encompass all of who or what God is.  
If all language for God/ess is analogy, if taking a particular human image 
literally is idolatry, then male language for the divine must lose its privileged 
place. Images of God/ess must include female roles and experience. Images of 
God/ess must be drawn from the activities of peasants and working people, people 
at the bottom of society. Most of all, images of God/ess must be transformative, 
pointing us back to our authentic potential and forward to new redeemed 
possibilities. God/ess-language cannot validate roles of men or women in 
stereotypic ways that justify male dominance and female subordination. Adding 
an image of God/ess as loving, nurturing mother, mediating the power of the 
strong, sovereign father, is insufficient.86 
 
 I agree with Ruether’s suggestion that simply adding a female pronoun into any 
description of the Divine negates the fullness of God and how this inclusion attempts to 
pacify women seeking a deeper and fuller understanding of the Divine. I also recognize 
that de-gendering God is a massive undertaking. This is not a simple task for the 
patriarchal church. For centuries, God has been imagined as male; as father; as king. To 
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fully embrace the beautiful diversity of humankind, one must consider applying this 
diversity to God in all our God imaginings.  
 When God is described using female pronouns, people’s first images may have 
been God-images of nurture, care, gentleness. But what if different metaphors are used to 
affirm God to women or others seeking the Divine feminine? What if metaphors such as 
strong, powerful, mighty, and benevolent are also used as virtues that women recognize 
within themselves and with God? It is difficult to attach ourselves to new metaphors and 
images of God as many of these descriptions have been imprinted in our psyche. And, 
yet, “When women reconstruct attributes for God, they not only discover who they are, 
but also they are free to imagine who they want to be.”87  In doing this, women can affirm 
that God is big enough to encompass all our imaginings while declaring to every woman 
that they are part of all that is Divine.   
An innovative Triune image of God frequently used by feminist theologians as 
well as progressive faith communities is Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. It affirms the 
various aspects of God’s be-ing while inviting a more thoughtful reflection of who God is 
and who God can be. This is something to consider by those who work to de-gender or 
create additional expansive images of God. While women can affirm and express their 
personal understandings of God, they must be cautious of creating the Divine solely in 
their own image to the exclusion of others, following the way of the patriarchy. 
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Though these ideas of inclusive language as part of the liturgical experience may 
be meaningful to Western Christian Feminists, women in the Asian community suggest 
that there are more important considerations than whether God is described as a man or 
woman. “When Asian feminists talk about God…they focus on God as the source of life 
and the creative, sustaining power of the universe.”88 Moving beyond gender binary 
images, Asian women consider the source and substance of God rather than 
anthropomorphic images. They look to God to help them sustain though life’s difficulties. 
To this community, God supports and empowers those who struggle by giving hope and 
reminding the women of their sacred worth. God then becomes a God of compassion and 
care who is present in continuing oppression and alienation.  
For the Korean women’s community, Choi Hee An shares: 
Not surprisingly, many Korean women have had a very hard time accepting the 
Father God as their own God. Because Korean women as daughters, wives, 
daughters-in-law, and mothers have deep and painful problems within the 
relationships in their families, they cannot imagine a Father God who would listen 
to them or seek to understand.89  
 
They may revere Father God but cannot consider that this God would be caring, 
nurturing, or interested in their life’s sufferings. In order to move through the han or 
life’s sufferings, Korean women imagine God as a grandmother or a friend or a more 
caring paternal figure. With these forms of imaging, they move Father God into Family 
God.90 
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Alice Walker, in her 1982 Pulitzer Prize winning book, The Color Purple, 
imagines the protagonist, Celie, discussing God and God-images with her lover, Shug 
Avery. When Celie dismisses God as ruthless and uncaring, Shug invites Celie to change 
her image of God, from anthropomorphic images of “he” or “she” to an indescribable 
“it.” Shug espouses a pantheistic view of God in nature, God as part of the earth and 
beauty which surrounds all people.  
Walker writes, “I believe God is everything, say Shug. Everything that is or ever 
was or ever will be. And when you can feel that, and be happy to feel that, you’ve found 
It.”91 To include women as part of the conversation of how God is imaged during a 
worship experience is to expand the imagery in ways that men may have difficulty 
comprehending. It is an opportunity to move beyond the “we’ve always done it that way” 
approach and into a far more welcoming space for women who can then share the hurt 
and pain they have felt at the hands of the patriarchal church. This includes images of 
God beyond the gender binaries; a God with all genders and no gender; a God who 
blesses with compassion and love.  
 These expanded understandings of God must then be incorporated into prayers, 
liturgy, and song so as to convey the broader understanding of God within the church. In 
order to go deeper in our understanding of God, we must do more than simply rewrite our 
roles and rituals. We must claim our understandings as valid for us and expand the roles 
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so as to be inclusive for additional interpretations.92 Local customs should be included in 
liturgy and ritual in order to resonate with participants.  More expansive metaphors for 
God creates and opportunity for the church to reach into society and offer welcome to 
those who feel dismissed by a community meant to welcome.  
 So, what is the next step? I would argue that people, all women and all men, must 
be willing to move into an unorthodox place that is open to varying images and 
metaphors of God, which express through our own time and context. “The difficulties of 
theorizing the ultimately untheorizable have not stopped theology from attempting to 
speak of divinity in the past, so experiences of divine presence, untheorizable as they 
seem to be, should hardly pose an insurmountable problem.”93 God can be Father and 
Mother. God can be wind and rain. God can be peace and chaos. God is only limited by 
our human language. If we consider the many ways in which humankind can imagine 
God, we will gather an infinite number of ways to describe the Divine. 
 
New Ways of Doing Church 
 To connect to this larger and “untheorizable” vision of God, the development of 
affirming liturgy assists those seeking affirmation by expressing one’s reflections and 
experiences while encouraging others to do the same. “For too long God’s hidden-yet-
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revealed presence in the word, which the Christian tradition has named sacramental, has 
found itself more often in men’s ways of seeing and doing than in women.”94 When one 
enters a church what they often see are images, structure, and building architecture that 
was designed for and created by men. They hear texts written or attributed to men. And 
they hear music with lyrics praising the beauty and glory of Father God written by men.  
 Though the early church offered a more charismatic way of doing worship which 
included the voices of women, over time the structure of the church liturgy began to 
change. “By the late first century, a post-Pauline Christianity had begun to develop which 
drew on the traditional leadership pattern of the synagogue.”95 This pattern included a 
strict hierarchy that allowed men who were considered to be worthy to lead faith 
communities and repressed the early church’s inclusion of women. As time went on and 
the leadership and liturgical patterns of the church changed again and again, the role of 
women included in worship or leadership roles would increase or decrease based on the 
influence of the government and its connection to the church. 
 If images are not meaningful, if texts do not take into consideration the lived 
experience of women, and if women cannot recognize themselves in any portion of the 
worship liturgy, then the church has failed in the task of honoring the full creation of 
God. “It is so very difficult to be present week after week at liturgies which reflect only 
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half the population, which deny the value of the women present and failing to include 
them prayerfully, by idolizing the male in God, so firmly implanted in ritual.”96 And what 
does one do when their spiritual needs are not being met, particularly when that one is 
female? They will attempt to find or create what they determine to bring meaning to their 
lives. Women use modern interpretations, ancient sources, and aspects of their own 
culture and traditions which they find meaningful to express concerns and their need for 
connection to the Divine. 
 An example of this is taken from the Women Church in Korea. “…instead of 
bread and wine for the Eucharist, they experimented with Korean rice cakes and ginger 
tea to symbolize Jesus eating with the poor and the lowly in their own setting.”97 To take 
the time to reflect on what would be meaningful to the gathered faith community creates 
significant effect, opens wide impactful and infinite possibilities, and honors the lived 
experiences of the participating women.  
 “Constructing feminist liturgical tradition requires two things: a feminist 
reconstruction of our common liturgical memory, and a feminist enlargement of our 
common liturgical imagination.”98 Our memory encourages us to interpret the past, what 
occurred, and how it affected us. Women have the opportunity to remember those who 
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have created traditions while receiving the credit they deserved, and women can honor 
those who created liturgy but remain unnamed. The silencing of women’s influence 
makes the imagining of what was and what can be a critical component of woman 
affirming liturgy. And we must allow the feminist voices within the church community to 
have input as to how the liturgy of the faith community holds space for women in the 
church.  
Because of this purposeful effort as well as the movement to locate and use their 
previously silenced voices, women recognized that many of the most basic functions of 
the church would require change as they were created by and for men. No longer could 
the patriarchal church categorically state that they were affirming to women if they 
continued to use the same ways of interpreting scripture without considering how the 
texts impacted the life of women. “We need to seek out these voices and decolonize 
them.”99 By deeply engaging with liberation theologies, church leadership would have to 
confront their own biases and privilege while being committed to intentional listening of 
silenced communities. Doing church in the way it had always been done would no longer 
work for women who were seeking more authenticity and more inclusion.  
To affirm their unique and very specific interpretation of biblical texts and how 
they affirm their lives, rituals of blessing and of welcome play an integral part in the lives 
of religious women of African American heritage. These rituals may differ from the 
traditional liturgical demonstrations of feminist theology, though I would argue that they 
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tend to be more fully embodied with a greater connection to the community due to the 
occasion of blessing all those gathered. “Theology needs to reconnect with body and 
soul.”100 Gatherings of family and friends, food and music, all contribute to a 
womanist/black feminist ritual, worship, and theology. These gathered occasions are the 
places and times in which the Divine becomes very present as the Holy is made manifest 
through the blessed community.  
Shared music often reflects memories and hymns; stories from the ancestors set to 
music; musical reminders of the ever-present God. “This music – once thought to be 
based on hopes for an eventual, peaceful death and a pleasant life afterwards in a ‘land 
flowing with milk and honey’ where me and you and ‘all God’s children’ would have 
shoes, warm clothes, and all the other needful things missing a life filled with harshness 
and want – can be seen to be songs not of defeat or acquiescence, but of a constant, 
enduring, burning faith in a God who loves, a God who liberates, a God who acts in 
history, in the here-and-now of everyday life, to bring about relief from pain, hunger, and 
oppression.”101 When spoken words fail, music provides an outlet for expression that can 
convey life’s joys and sorrows while holding memories, thoughts, and feelings in a holy 
space. Music is a sacred way of communicating one’s deepest feelings, thoughts and 
expressions of God and who God is and who God can be. 
One specific area in which feminist theology, biblical interpretation, and the 
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creation of liturgy fails is the inclusion of all women’s experiences. It is impossible to 
include all women within the feminist theology realm as the experiences of women are 
vast and varied. “For…feminists, it is important to acknowledge the importance of not 
gender alone but gender, race, and ethnicity alongside other factors.”102  Yet the claim 
that feminist theologians have made is that the theology, imagery, and inclusive language 
they promote is relevant and necessary for the equality of all people.  
This is an area of significance that I believe all of Feminist Theology has missed 
the mark. It is important to create ritual, imagery, and theology that resonates with the 
experience of a targeted group of oppressed people while being mindful that everyone’s 
experiences of life and of the sacred are different. Rather than stating that a particular 
theological expression will work for everyone, it would be better to state that a liberative 
theological expression for a specific group of people is not a liberative theological 
expression for all. “People of color don’t need white people to speak for them. They need 
us to hand them the mic.”103 
 
Theological Integration in MCC 
I share the witness of various Women’s and Feminist Theologies as part of this 
thesis project for several reasons. First, I believe it is important to see where liberation 
theologies specifically inclusive of women began and how they evolved over time. I 
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agree that liberation theologies create space for divergent views of God while considering 
lived experiences. Yet they followed the line of the patriarchal church by excluding the 
voices of women and minimizing the differences between the men and women. 
Second, I see that even within these female focused liberation theologies that 
there are voices that continue to be diminished, other women’s voices which are silenced 
and not included in the liberative message. Within oppressed communities, it is easy to 
believe that your oppression is the most significant oppression. Even in the female 
focused liberation theologies, there remains those who are marginalized by race, class, 
and culture. 
And third, when Black, Latina, and Asian feminist women heard of and read of 
Euro-American feminist theology, they recognized that their voices were missing and 
then worked to create a theology that was meaningful to them. They did not wait for 
other theologians to create a theology which would be meaningful to their community. 
They knew the work must be done by themselves in order to more fully encompass the 
lived experiences of all women and feminists. 
 Drawing other works of Liberation Theology, Queer Theology studied sacred 
texts while considering the context and lived experiences of the LGBTQ community. 
This groundbreaking work affirmed the lives of sexual minorities though much of the 
work offered tended to be academic in nature. The created Queer Theology focused on 
the LGBTQ community as a whole while minimizing or even fully dismissing lesbian 
lives which gave rise to the question as to if gay men and lesbians have anything in 
common beyond homosexuality.  
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Drawing on the witness and actions of the queer, feminist, and womanist 
communities and their willingness to create a theology that speaks to their communities, I 
believe now is the time for the lesbian community, specifically within MCC, to do the 
same. It is time to create a lesbian theology which can draw from Queer Theology by 
using the inspiration of other sexual minorities. Lesbians within MCC can draw from 
Feminist Theology by recognizing that lesbians are encultured in our society as women 
with the same expectations as heterosexual women. They can draw on the work of Asian 
women/feminists who are often highly oppressed within their communities and still 
gather together to create a meaningful theology. And MCC lesbians can also draw from 
Womanist Theology as a model for taking theologies that do not work and creating a 
theology that is significant to your specific context.  
“[But by] the 1970s and 1980s as Christian feminism gathered force the lesbian 
voice began to make itself heard and differences between gay male theology and lesbian 
theology began to emerge.”104 While gay men seemed to be comfortable with the way 
things had always been done, the lesbian community recognized that what had been 
accepted as the standard did not embrace their lived experiences. Lesbians knew that it 
was time to make significant theological changes that would overturn the exclusive 
common table while taking steps to reconstruct it, building towards greater inclusivity. 
MCC felt this wave of feminist theology as it began to impact them. Though 
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during the height of the AIDS crisis, the amount of theology emerging from MCC which 
was written by gay men and lesbians slowed significantly and the focus became care and 
support for their dying community. MCC leaders and members were living the theology 
they had proclaimed. They reinforced their belief that through their actions, the God of 
their understanding did not create AIDS in order to punish the community. Instead the 
care and compassion offered to those suffering was, to the MCC community, a full living 
out of the gospel message. 
 Though during the height of the AIDS crisis, not all lesbian feminists who were 
pushing the boundaries in theology ceased their assessments of how the patriarchy 
continued to dominate religion. In 1986, Carter Heyward and Mary E. Hunt, both 
identifying as lesbian-feminists and both thoughtful and respected theologians, created a 
“Roundtable Discussion” on Lesbianism and Feminist Theology. They write that feminist 
theory has revealed the oppression of women by men while urging those in the feminist 
movement to consider also what it means to be a lesbian within the patriarchal cultural 
structure.  
 While considering religion and how the feminist theological community has 
overlooked the concerns of the lesbian religious community. Heyward and Hunt wrote, 
“Feminist theological scholarship, we contend, must take seriously lesbian 
experience…”105 As feminist theory does not look beyond its own oppression, feminist 
theology does not consider other women who are oppressed by the church’s patriarchal 
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structure. They go on to share that the feminist movement must consider the way in 
which a woman’s sexuality impacts her experience with God and with other women. 
Comparing it to “Anglo-American” women reflecting on the theological experience of 
“Afro-American” women and their history, Heyward and Hunt argue that sexism, racism, 
and other “particularities” influence a woman’s way of being in the world.106 
 Clare B. Fischer responded to Heyward’s and Hunt’s article through the reference 
of an essay by Adrienne Rich titled “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 
Existence.” Fischer writes:  
 Rich discovered that the work of feminists through the seventies was sadly 
 inattentive to lesbian experience, and she called all of us to task for this 
 profoundly disturbing void in our work. Such absence or incompleteness 
 jeopardizes the women’s movement in every way by unwittingly (or intentionally) 
 continuing traditional exclusionary approaches. Omission in scholarship is bad 
 scholarship, and disregard of some women’s lived reality raises the question of 
 why the denial, the forgetfulness.107  
 
I agree with Fisher’s comparison of Adrienne Rich’s essay to Heyward’s and 
Hunt’s essay as the topic is quite similar. While both question the lack of lesbian lived 
experiences in feminist work, Heyward and Hunt go further by questioning the lack of 
lesbian experience included in feminist theology. I question as to how theologians who 
continue to champion liberation theology can continue to dismiss or at the very least 
minimize the lived experiences of those who are missing in their scholarship.  
 Within MCC, the 1970s and early 1980s was time of significant theological 
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expansion. The publication of theological journals specifically directed towards the MCC 
community had an often-unexpected impact, both positive and negative. With women 
being accepted to and graduating from seminaries and pastoring MCC churches, there 
came the opportunity for the lesbians to begin sharing their own theological 
interpretations. Rev. Karen Ziegler, a graduate of Union Theological Seminary and then 
pastor of MCC New York, wrote several articles for the MCC theological journal, “The 
Gay Christian.”  
 In an article included in “The Gay Christian”, Rev. Ziegler speculated as to how 
Jesus’ life and ministry could be relevant to the lesbian community. “When we are trying 
to figure out how it is possible to be lesbian and Christian at the same time, the tendency 
is to begin with definitions of ‘acceptable’ Christianity and try to fit ourselves into 
these.”108 This 1980 article offers insight to Feminist Theology and how it had impacted 
the lesbians in MCC.  Ziegler invited the lesbian community to rethink their Christology 
and questioned the actuality of being both lesbian and Christian. 
Upon reading Rev. Ziegler’s essay, I recognized immediately a longing for 
lesbian theological community within MCC. It appears to me that the work of Feminist 
Theologians had made an impact on the lesbian women of MCC by their speaking of 
truth to power and resisting the male dominated theology of the mainline churches. The 
lesbian community was working to determine if they were accountable to the church or to 
their lesbian sisters. It was time for the lesbian community of MCC to rethink their place 
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in the church which they had helped to build.  
Lesbians often have a place in the church only if they are willing to hide 
significant aspects of themselves. It is difficult to understand why a lesbian would want 
to be part of a faith community that requires them to keep a secret of their sexuality, their 
thoughts and feelings, their connection to other women.109 Because of the way so many 
women have been conditioned, we often accept that which we may find distasteful 
because we know nothing else. It becomes easier to simply acquiesce than to create 
discord by calling attention to that with which we disagree. 
Lesbians are more willing to consider non-traditional forms of Christian worship, 
ritual, and theology as they are more likely than gay men to have no religious 
affiliation.110 This openness led to the development of MCC churches such as 
“SisterSpirit, a hybrid pagan-MCC congregation in Oregon”111 and “De Colores, a 
multiethnic feminist group at UFMCC headquarters.”112 These and other women/lesbian 
led churches connected with or part of MCC flourished as women experimented with 
varying forms of God descriptions, employed Goddess language, and created a safe space 
for the lesbians of MCC to explore what it means to be part of a Christian community. 
With the lesbian community of MCC working for their own economic sustenance, 
working to keep MCC churches alive and accessible to those who need their outreach, 
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and working to keep other personal relationships intact, it is no wonder that the lesbian 
church movement in MCC dwindled over time. I do know there are some newsletters 
from these women focused churches but there is very little in the way of history from 
these communities. I would suspect they diminished due to a combination of burnout or 
overextension by the leaders as well as a lack of support from the denomination. But that 
does not lessen the need for such a community. 
For some time, it appeared as if the lesbian movement within MCC had 
disappeared. With the 2005 election of Rev. Elder Nancy Wilson as the Moderator, more 
women Elders than ever before, and a plethora of ordained lesbian clergy, it appeared as 
if MCC had moved through the need for lesbian voices to be heard. And yet, there is still 
substantial pushback anytime women take on a leadership role within MCC. I believe that 
sexism continues to be the reason for much of the antagonism across the denomination. It 
seems to me that the gender wars within MCC continue to the detriment of those who 
simply want a place to worship, to find affirmation, and to consider their evolving 
theological journey. 
Even with the recent election of a new Moderator, MCC is in a chaotic state with 
transparency and trust issues throughout the denomination. I believe that MCC has 
reached a pivotal point in its existence. People and churches are leaving MCC for various 
reason including a lack of available resources for struggling churches. There is conflict 
within the denomination which will drive away those searching for a God of welcome. 
There are far more open and affirming churches that claim to welcome the LGBTQ 
community as an integral part of their congregation. The question arises of the relevance 
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of MCC as a needed faith community. These issues and more raise the question of the 
future of MCC. 
Yet MCC still exists and serves a purpose for those who are searching for a 
church that is not simply open and affirming but welcoming and celebrating the lives of 
those who identify as LGBTQ. With the addition of resources that will offer an 
opportunity to the lesbian community to study sacred texts, to reflect upon one’s faith 
journey, and to connect with others following a similar path, MCC still has something to 
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Chapter 3 
Reconstructing Holy Conversations: Creating a Lesbian Theology 
 
 
 The number of people engaged in spiritual practices other than traditional 
religious groups is growing for a variety of reasons including a lack of inclusion, 
compassion, and care within Christian communities. And for people who are working 
longer weekday hours, relaxation on a Sunday morning can be more appealing that 
getting up for a church worship service, particularly when the faith community merely 
tolerates you. For lesbians who do chose to stay in a Christian faith community, there is 
an awareness that the sexism, racism, and homophobia which are part of our society also 
infiltrate many religious institutions. 
 However not all lesbians within the Christian church are willing to give up what 
they find meaningful within their religious tradition. Music, ritual, a sense of connection 
with the Divine in a sacred space all create deeply profound and meaningful experiences 
with the Holy. My personal experience was that I was not ready to leave the Church 
simply because it would not welcome me as an out lesbian. The connection to the 
spiritual aspect of my life and to a faith community was too important to me. What I 
wanted was to find a community that would fully welcome me for all of who I am. I was 
seeking not just an open and affirming faith community, that would allow LGBTQ people 
to attend and give money, but a welcoming and celebrating faith community that would 
affirm the sacred value of all who enter. What creates community within a group of 
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people, regardless of the environment, is connection, finding commonality, and the 
recognition that often we are more alike that we realize.  
 When we experience communities that are life-giving to us, we can recognize the 
health and wholeness that flows through the community into us. These communities 
teach us to recognize the sacred in ourselves and in others.113 Sacred and affirming 
communities are attainable through the sharing of stories and memories as well as the 
opportunity to describe life experiences in a place that is safe enough to openly share 
one’s thoughts, disappointments, desires, joys and sorrows. Though people who are a part 
of the LGBTQ community often carry the hurt and the wounds from organized religion, 
women who identify as lesbian often carry deep frustration as they may have been 
targeted because of both their gender and their sexual orientation. 
 In 2007, the Moderator of MCC, Rev. Dr. Nancy Wilson, presented at MCC’s 
General Conference, the triennial gathering of MCC clergy and laity, the idea of a 
Theologies Team which would develop a resource inviting people within MCC to 
actively participate in theological dialogue. When gathering together and sharing stories 
in a LGBTQ conversation group, questions and thoughts regarding spiritual woundedness 
may arise.  
What can I do about this despair? Was this my fault? Where was God when this 
was happening? Where is the balm to soothe my aching soul? Is God still 
available to me? Is there any way that I can find healing?114  
 
 113 Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker, Proverbs of Ashes: Violence, 
Redemptive Suffering, and The Search for What Saves Us (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001), 
9. 
 
114 Carol Howard Merritt, Healing Spiritual Wounds: Reconnecting with a Loving 
God After Experiencing a Hurtful Church (New York: HarperOne, 2017), 25. 
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For people who have been deeply wounded by the church and have been told that they 
are an abomination in the eyes of God, gathering together to share stories with others on a 
similar journey can be the needed balm for an aching soul. 
 MCC was created with the idea that LGBTQ people want to connect with God 
and are seeking a way to find the healing that will positively influence their lives. But the 
process of healing takes intentionality and openness, requiring one to connect not only 
with God but with others who are on a similar journey. And in this journey of 
intentionality, other questions arises that should be considered. “Why would they search 
for healing in the same place where they were wounded?”115 What can the church do to 
offer such healing? 
 When the MCC Holy Conversations resource was originally created, it was 
focused on assisting the MCC LGBTQ community in their reconnection process with 
God, their reconciliation with the Christian church, and building connection within a 
community designed to be safe enough to share thoughts, ideas, and personal 
experiences. But the assumption was that since the participant identified as part of MCC 
and most likely as LGBTQ, the resource would provide the needed assistance to facilitate 
the healing process for those spirituality wounded. The unaddressed or possibly 
unrecognized issue is the point that what is applicable for gay men who are targeted for 
being a same-gender loving person may not applicable for lesbians who are targeted by 
homophobia as well as sexism, even within the LGBTQ community. And for lesbians of 
 
 
 115 Ibid. 
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color, the intersectionality of homophobia, sexism, racism, and possibly classism creates 
an additional level of oppression that cannot be easily remediated.  
 Because lesbians carry with them the intersectionality of homophobia and sexism, 
finding comfort and peace in a church community can seem overwhelming. Being 
targeted because of one’s gender carries the heaviness of being told that because you are 
female, you are not created in the image of God and that you are a lesser member of the 
Divine Realm. Being targeted because of your sexual orientation carries the burden of 
being told that your life and your love are sinful and that your most basic desires are an 
abomination to God. It is no wonder that the lesbian community is often absent within a 
Christian church setting. They may find it easier to create religious ritual of their own 
making rather than place themselves in a community that could claim to see their sacred 
worth and yet views them as not fulfilling their required role as supporter and caretaker 
of men. 
 But religion offers people things they need to navigate through life. Community, a 
sense of purpose, ritual, moral foundation are all an integral part of what sustains us.116 
For the sacred aspects of one’s journey, for support during difficult times, and to bless 
significant moments such as joyful new beginnings and sorrowful endings, people look to 
the church for guidance in ritual and ways of being.  
 And so, the lesbian community has often looked beyond traditional Christian 
communities to create their own communities. These gatherings of friends, family, and 
 
116 Elana Dykewomon, “Notes for a Magazine: Religion,” Sinister Wisdom 54 
(Winter 1994/95): 5. 
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loved ones come together to offer support, desired blessings, and ritual to which they 
ascribe their own meaning. They are empowered to let go of the patriarchal baggage 
associated with religion and look to their own support network to carry them through 
their life journey.117  
 One area in which Holy Conversations does work well is in the concept that to 
gather together as a community with like-minded others and to share one’s story can be 
one way to initiate a healing process. But breaking apart the resource from a “one-size-
fits-all” program into a more directed and specific resource for the sub-groups of the 
LGBTQ community will have a far greater impact and will encourage people to share 
their life stories in a safe enough space. In order to be more intentional about inviting 
these sub-groups to participate in community conversations requires reflection and a deep 
understanding and appreciation of each group. 
 For the lesbian community to feel a greater part of a Holy Conversations’ 
community, it is necessary to consider a broader and more inclusive description of a 
lesbian as well as how the members of the lesbian or woman-loving-women community 
may self-identify. Lesbians who came out during the women’s movement of the late 
1960’s and early 1970’s are less like to self-identify as “gay” while younger women who 
are more likely connect socially with gay men while finding less connection with lesbian-




 118 Kath Weston, Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, and Kinship (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1991), 15. 
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self-identifiers for the LGBTQ community, including Pansexual and Queer, encompass 
greater fluidity with regard to sexual orientation and even gender identity.  
 In a 2016 Slate magazine article regarding self-identifiers for young women who 
may have, in previous generations been identified as lesbian, the author shares: 
Cultural connotations aside, the main reason my friend and I felt (and still feel) 
more comfortable with queer than lesbian was practical: The word lesbian, 
insofar as it means a woman who is primarily attracted to women, does not 
correctly describe our reality. My personal queer community comprises cisgender 
and transgender women; transgender men and transmasculine people; and people 
who identify as non-binary or genderqueer. One friend told me queer works better 
for her and her female spouse because lesbian implies a kind of sameness she 
doesn’t see in her relationship or those of her peers.119 
 
Just as time and context change and as both physical and emotional expression of 
one’s identity varies based on current culture and public acceptance, those who identify 
as LGBTQ now encompasses a much wider community than in previous years. No longer 
do women-loving-women simply identify as lesbian. And it is increasingly complex to 
find a common moniker for those who would have previously identified as lesbian. 
 Our society tends to immediately associate the word “lesbian” with sexual 
practice and, though, sexual intimacy is an important part of many relationships between 
women-loving-women, it is not the sole variable that connects lesbians. Identifying as 
lesbian or woman-loving-woman is about a deeply held emotional connection to other 
women. It is not about hating men or dismissing men from our lives. It is about 
connection and caring and love by women for women. 
 
 119 Christina Cauterucci, “For Many Young Queer Women, Lesbian Offers a 
Fraught Inheritance” Slate, December 20, 2016, https://slate.com/human-
interest/2016/12/young-queer-women-dont-like-lesbian-as-a-name-heres-why.html.  
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 Taking all of this into consideration, for the purposes of this thesis and the 
subsequent Holy Conversations resource, I will direct my work towards women-loving-
women who identify as lesbian or some similar variation such as queer woman or gay 
woman whose primary emotional and sexual attraction is towards another woman and 
who are generally age forty-five and older. I will also focus on lesbians who either came 
out during the women’s movement or were inspired to come out because of the work of 
the feminist community. By narrowing the group to include these specific women, I will 
be able to more accurately identify and discuss life experiences which will resonate with 
this community. 
 I have selected this specific group for two reasons. First, this selection process 
identifies many of the women within MCC across the United States and within our local 
MCC churches here in South Florida. Lesbians, like gay men, were influenced by the 
various rights movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Focusing on this time frame 
would then include women who are currently age forty-five and older. They were seeking 
and continue to seek a place of affirmation where they can safely share their story and 
find others in a similar journey. As MCC was organized as part of these rights 
movements, it makes sense that many of the women of MCC remember their place in the 
origin of this unique religious community. It would be deeply meaningful to these 
women-loving-women to have a resource that they can use, while knowing it was created 
by someone who truly cares about them and their experiences. 
 Second, it is a personal mission for me to have such a resource available. I have 
seen how the lesbian community’s experiences and religious beliefs are diminished, not 
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only in MCC but throughout Christian communities. I have experienced the minimizing 
of my belief and faith in the Divine by a mostly gay male congregation who subscribe to 
a male dominated theology. I have been told that the expression of my spirituality is not 
valid because it does not fit the perceived dogma of the church. And I have been 
frustrated by the lack of resources available with which to be fully inclusive of the 
LGBTQ community. Not only is it time for lesbians within MCC to find their theological 
voices, it is time for me to speak my truth of my understanding of God and the Divine 
that embraces me as an out lesbian. 
 I, like all other women, have been socialized in a society which diminishes the 
feminine experience. Women have been told, if not verbally but certainly in silent, 
directive ways, be only sweet, gentle, and obedient. Keep your emotions to yourself. 
When you are assertive or angry, you are unfeminine. Men have the authority and the 
power.120 I have heard so many times of how much prettier I would be if I only smiled 
more. When women are welcomed and accepted into any group solely based on their 
physical attractiveness, it is apparent that this one aspect of them is what society values. 
This is a profound disregard for any woman as a human being. 
 Women are also socialized within the church settings where it is rare to see 
women in leadership roles. Of course, clergy roles for women are opening in more 
denominations and many women now have the option to attend seminary. Though the 
often held expectation is that the clergy person with the connection to God is male. When 
 
 120 Miriam Greenspan, A New Approach to Women & Therapy, 2nd ed. (Blue 
Ridge Summit, PA: TAB Books, 1993), 177. 
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girls attend church and see that the minister or priest is male and when they see those 
who are part of the worship service are male, this will leave the impression that there is 
no place for females in the worship experience. It will appear to them that not only are 
they not welcome to lead worship but that they are not even created in the image of 
God.121  
 Though these common female experiences of dehumanization may not seem 
overly shocking, the frequent outcome is that women will learn that silence is the best 
and safest option for them. When women experience dehumanizing behavior, they will 
wonder if it is their fault. They will wonder if they did something to provoke the 
dehumanizing actions of another.122 Therefore women often remain quiet about 
unanswered questions, difficulties, and struggles. It is safer to hold the frustration, anger, 
and resentment inside yourself than it is to risk antagonizing the men who hold both 
physical and economic power over you. And in the case of women in the church, to 
confront the minister or priest who minimizes your existence and your experiences is to 
confront someone akin to God. 
 In her book, Spirit and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining, Shelly Rambo writes 
of how one man living in New Orleans, Louisiana, survived Hurricane Katrina and that 
 
 121 Soraya Chemaly, “Every Altar Girl the Catholic Church Turns Away is a Gift 
to the Rest of the World,” in Whatever Works: Feminists of Faith Speak. A Girl God 
Anthology, ed. Trista Hendren and Pat Daly (Scotts Valley, CA: CreateSpace 
Independent Publishing Platform, 2015), 19. 
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the stress and pressure he receives to simply move on from the personal trauma as a 
remnant of the storm. “The rhetoric of ‘re’ – rebuilding, restoring, recovering – comes at 
a cost.”123 For women who have suffered trauma, either spiritual or personal, at the hands 
of the church, the past cannot be erased. Their silence must be recognized for what it is, a 
way to remain safe in an unsafe situation. 
 Silence is a significant part of the lesbian experience in church. Frequently it is 
safer and easier to remain quiet about discrimination and to deflect the question of “When 
are you going to find a good man, get married, and have children?” Good girls are told to 
be quiet, not to cause trouble and lesbians have also received this message. It is easier just 
to leave a church community or to remain silent in the pew on Sunday mornings, hoping 
no one will notice that you are different from other women.  
 But this redemptive narrative by which many people here in the United States live 
their lives, can harbor an uncomfortable truth. We cannot simply rebuild and restore 
everything as easily as it seems and as easily as we would like. The events of the past will 
continue to invade our consciousness and affect the narratives we share with others and 
with ourselves. It is easy to say that we must just let go of the past; it is much more 
difficult to do so. For women who identify as lesbian or some other variation of women-
loving-women, experiences in the church are often considerably more difficult to 
confront. “Lesbians disturb the heterosexual order, the notion that a woman can only be 
 
 123 Shelly Rambo, Spirit and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 143 – 144.  
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made happy by a man, and the idea that sexuality is to be made ‘holy’ in a family with 
the possibility of offspring.”124 
 Because of this devaluing narrative and the continuing negation of women’s 
experiences, when resources are created and made available in the church, they often 
diminish the need for women to find and build community. When women vocalize their 
life experiences to other women, they may realize they are not alone in their physical and 
emotional reaction to those experiences. The diminishment of women’s lived experiences 
and the lack of theological resources available for women was the catalyst for the 
development of Feminist Theology. And as lesbians are encultured as women, their 
silenced voices, their need for a redemptive narrative, and their reaction to society’s 
homophobia all come together to create little or no opportunity to find needed 
connection. It is because of this lack of attention towards the lesbian community by the 
church that the need for a theological resource for the lesbian community is imperative.  
 
My Covenant Group Awakening 
 Several years ago, I was leading Covenant Groups at my home church, Sunshine 
Cathedral MCC. A Covenant Group is a small group gathering which meets on a 
regularly scheduled basis and creates a covenant to support each other while discussing a 
predefined topic. One of the main tenants of the Covenant Group is intentional silence 
and deep listening, thoughtfully focusing on what others are saying. Learning to be 
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comfortable in the silence creates the safe space which encourages people to feel 
comfortable sharing their story. The Covenant Groups I facilitated tended to be diverse 
with participants of both men and women, old and young, and everyone who had 
participated in the Sunshine Cathedral Covenant Groups identified as LGBTQ.  
 The last Covenant Group I facilitated was made up entirely of lesbians over the 
age of fifty. This group demographic was not planned and I had not considered that a 
group like this could happen in my predominately male church. I believe it occurred 
because several women congregants had spoken with me about wanting to become a part 
of something that would allow them to share their life experiences. They wanted to 
explore the meaning behind their lived experiences and their sacred experiences while 
making connections with God and with others. When I suggested to them the Covenant 
Group, it seemed like a natural fit. 
 Following the Unitarian Universalist resource book Heart to Heart: Fourteen 
Gatherings for Reflection and Sharing, the group easily fell into a recognizable process 
of group interaction. With the start of any new group, there are the initial experiences of 
apprehension; wondering what the group will be like and what will the expectations be. 
My experience as a Certified Group Facilitator helped me to identify any unusual or 
distinct behavior that could potentially create difficulty within the group. This group of 
lesbians seemed to be anxious and excited to begin a new adventure in which they could 
be authentic and open in a space that would be safe enough to share. I had no expectation 
that this lesbian group would be any different than the other Covenant Groups though 
something felt unique about this group of women as we began the covenant process. 
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 The group began with an explanation of how it would function over the twelve 
weeks and instructions on the importance of what it means to offer intentional silence and 
to listen deeply. Since most people are unfamiliar with what is required to just listen, I 
had to emphasize the significance of this process and how impactful it would be to 
developing good group process and to their experience in the group. 
Most of the time we don’t listen deeply, even when our intent is to be helpful. We 
think we are listening, but we are spending most of our energy thinking about 
things to say that are encouraging or insightful. We are often surprised when our 
‘helpful’ comments end the sharing, or when the speaker says, ‘I don’t need you 
to solve my problem, I just want you to listen!’125  
 
I would add that often, rather than offering the gift of deep listening, we often 
think of how we will respond even as the speaker continues to share. This precludes us 
from really hearing what the speaker is saying and impacts how we will eventually 
respond. 
 As the group of lesbians continued to gather each week, I could see their deep 
listening skills being honed. I witnessed the community and connection that was growing 
with the women. They entered the group acquainted with each other and over the initial 
weeks of the gathering, friendships developed. I had been facilitating the Covenant Group 
for several years and I knew that it would only be a matter of time before the inevitable 
occurred. Someone in the group would say, “I’ve never shared this with anyone before.” 
When that statement is made and when the participants feel vulnerable enough to share 
 
 125 Christine Robinson and Alicia Hawkins, Heart to Heart: Fourteen Gatherings 
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profoundly, I witness an explosion of heartfelt revelation, a time of catharsis and healing, 
and sustaining friendship formed.  
 What I did not expect was the grief and pain that these women would share with 
me and each other. They told stories of coming out as a lesbian and being disowned by 
family members and friends. They shared experiences of physical and sexual abuse by 
those who were supposed to be their protectors. They talked about their fear of being 
alone in a world that often looks down on women and completely diminishes the lives of 
lesbians. They shared their pain of crying out to God for help and resolution, praying for 
a sign of God’s unconditional love, and receiving no recognizable answer. They 
wondered why they continued to be part of a Christian community that did not seem to 
care for them. All I could do is hold the sacred space for them, affirm their dignity and 
worth in the eyes of the Divine One while letting them know they were not alone in their 
experiences. This group was a sacred place and time not only for the lesbian participants 
but also for me. 
 Upon my reflection of this group, I recognized that the experience of God offered 
in most churches including Sunshine Cathedral MCC, is not a God that lesbian women 
can embrace. Even though Sunshine Cathedral MCC speaks of a God filled with love and 
compassion for all of humankind and we use a multitude of pronouns and images to 
envision God, it is still a God created by men which does not appear sympathetic to the 
lesbian community. The simple pronoun change from “he” to “she” does not rectify the 
pain caused by the patriarchal church in the lives of the lesbian community. It does not 
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consider the often-asked questions. Where is God in my suffering? Where is God when I 
am alone? Does God bless my loving relationships?  
 When this Covenant Group adjourned after twelve weeks of deep listening and 
sharing, a new lesbian community was created with friendships that continues. I have not 
facilitated another Covenant Group since the adjournment of the lesbian group. It was 
through this group I recognized the presence of God and the power of the sacred in their 
sharing and their created community. I know now that it is time for the lesbian 
community of MCC to create their own theology through the sharing of their life 
experiences and to determine for themselves where the Divine is in the mist of their lives. 
It is time for lesbians of MCC to have a Holy Conversation and to reflect on points in 
which they have encountered God, when they felt loved or dismissed by God, and how 
the person of Jesus factors into the creation of their lesbian theology. 
 
Gathering the Group 
 It has been my experience in Small Group Ministry and other support groups that 
people want to share their story. “People are, by their very nature, relational beings.”126 
They want to know that they are not alone with their thoughts and feelings and that their 
life has meaning. People’s stories and ideas matter.127  There is a sense of community and 
a powerful connection that is created in the discovery of one’s place in the world.  To 
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deeply reflect on profound life experiences, to offer intentional listening to others on a 
similar journey, and to be purposeful about finding God and the fullness of the Divine in 
those experiences can be life altering. And yet, getting people to commit to participating 
in a group can be frustrating, even if the eventual outcome has the potential to be positive 
and affirming. 
 We who live in western culture are frequently pressed for time. We are pulled in 
many directions, fulfilling the demands that others have placed on us and the demands 
that we make on ourselves. Therefore, it is almost impossible to find the time to do the 
things that would benefit us. The distinction between what we must do and what we want 
to do becomes difficult to discern. To add a group meeting into the mix can often seem 
like just another “have to” thing on our list. “Unless we drop some current commitment, 
project, or amusement, many of us simply cannot add another meeting to our 
schedules.”128 Creating balance in our lives and work schedules is not something many of 
us do well, particularly since “busyness” is often a sign of success in western culture. 
 For a number of years, churches relied heavily on Small Group Ministry. It 
seemed like the popular thing to do and so books and resources were created in order to 
advance this innovative idea. As the Sunshine Cathedral MCC lead for small group 
outreach, I have seen both the positive and not-so-positive impact of small groups. For 
people who are truly interested in deepening their faith through reflection and sharing 
with others, the small groups worked well. And for those who simply joined a group to 
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meet other people but were not truly committed to the intimate nature of the group or 
were uncomfortable with the disclosure of emotions, the group would often create an 
additional barrier to confronting their deeply guarded feelings. 
 Reflecting on my observations and experiences, I suggest a self-selected and fully 
committed members’ participation as the first condition of forming the modified Holy 
Conversations. Detailed guidelines such as group function, expectation, fluid agendas, 
and other information will be provided to MCC churches for recruitment of participants. 
In this instance, notifying the lesbian community in the South Florida MCC churches of 
this group and encouraging them to consider what it would mean for them and the 
denomination to have a Holy Conversation about lesbian theology would be the catalyst 
to create the initial group. Currently there are three MCC churches within fifty miles of 
Sunshine Cathedral. So, there is the possibility of having two or three lesbians from each 
of the churches create the initial core group. 
 It has been my experience in group facilitation that groups with more than twelve 
members does not create an environment of effective and meaningful participant sharing. 
When the group is too large, people can be intimidated by telling their lived experiences 
to more than just a few people. There is also the concern the agreed upon safety 
guidelines may be ignored. Deep and reflective sharing often takes place in much small 
groupers, such as six to twelve participants. This will offer the caring and supportive 
relationships that will honor trust and will create safe, sacred space.129 And in order to 
 
 129 Ibid., 23.  
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develop a lesbian theology through the open discussion of lived experiences and 
theological perceptions, trust is imperative. 
 I also envision this as a closed group. In order to foster trust and community, it is 
important that the participants begin and end the group together without the intrusion of 
others. Because it will be a closed group, there is the opportunity for greater cohesion 
between the group members and the participants can expect a more stable and predictable 
gathering than might occur with an open group format. The focus of the group is to create 
a lesbian theology though the sharing of stories, remembrances, and experiences, many of 
which would be highly personal. A more intimate closed group is the best opportunity for 
such reflection to occur. 
 Though the expectation is that the group discussion will have a somewhat fluid 
flow, there is the importance of a skilled facilitator to maintain the safety and wellbeing 
of the group. There is a distinct difference between a group leader and a group facilitator. 
A leader will tend to direct the conversation of the group, adhering to the program, and 
often not allowing a change in the course of the conversation. For some groups with a 
targeted outcome, a leader is necessary to keep the group attentive to the required result.  
For a trust group where conversation can be somewhat directed but may change 
course due to previously unconsidered feelings or experiences, a facilitator will be 
needed to guide the conversation. Trained facilitators will sense the shift in conversation 
and determine if it is needed to strengthen the community of the group and to allow the 
participants to glean from the group what they need. And, if needed, facilitators can 
remind the group of the safety guidelines to ensure that the group participants feel safe 
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enough to share feelings and memories that may arise.  If the leader of the group is 
willing to give up control, the group members will feel a greater sense of belonging as 
they will have a say in how the group functions.130 Holy Conversations in order to create 
a lesbian theology does have a targeted outcome but in order to fully embrace the stories 
and experiences that will be shared in the group setting, a facilitator is more suitable to 
set the affirming tone of the group. 
 
Group Formation 
 “Once a group forms, it will continue to meet a changing mix of needs as the 
group matures.”131 To create a safe enough space for people to feel comfortable in their 
deep sharing, safety guidelines and an agreement to good group processes is a vital way 
to start each group meeting. There are several ways in which to create safe space for 
group members and we must recognize that no space is completely safe. Even with 
reminders of needed confidentiality, no interruptions when another is speaking, and a 
focus on deep listening without trying to fix another, there is often only “safe-enough” 
space.  
 For the lesbian community, the safety guidelines need to go above and beyond 
standard confidentiality guidelines. The original Holy Conversations resource from MCC 
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encouraged the use of the Guidelines for Dialogue…based on the work of Visions, Inc. 
(www.visions-inc.org) which are used to allow for differing views while supporting 
diverse belief systems. The Guidelines are general and though I would encourage using 
them to assist with the conversation, they are meant for a broad audience.  
 Visions, Inc. offers these basic ground rules for healthy dialogue: 
- Be willing to ‘try on’ new ideas before dismissing them; 
- It is ok to disagree with others; 
- It is not ok to shame or blame self or others; 
- Focus on using ‘I’ language rather than assuming all others agree with you; 
- Consider using ‘both/and’ thinking. There is not always one right answer; 
- Consider ‘intent/impact’ when speaking. Words create effect; 
- Confidentiality. What is shared in the group remains in the group.132 
 
Because the Holy Conversations for the lesbian community will be different, more 
personal, reflective, and intimate, I will encourage the use of two additional processes for 
the safety and benefit of the lesbian community.  
 First, because the topics and the conversation may trigger difficult and upsetting 
memories for the lesbian participants, I would suggest that the facilitator create and 
maintain a connection with a mental health counselor who specializes in issues affecting 
the lesbian community. I would share this information with the participants in the very 
beginning of the gathering to assure them that if something is particularly troubling for 
them, they will have a counselor to assist them as they move through this journey of 
discovery.  
It is important that the group facilitator not attempt to act as a counselor. Though 
the facilitator may want to help the participant work through the difficulty, unless the 
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facilitator’s skill set also includes experience as a licensed clinician, they must refer to 
someone with a greater expertise. This is for the safety of the participant and the group. A 
clinician can provide insight and support that a facilitator cannot. The clinician will be 
able to guide the lesbian participant into a more reflective place in which they will be 
able to recognize the trigger, moving through it with greater ease. 
 Second, many MCC churches have congregations that are exceedingly 
demonstrative and show their care and affection for others with hugs and kisses, often 
taking visitors by surprise. Congregants can be overly expressive and “touchy.” 
Therefore, boundaries will need to be set for comfort and safety. For the purpose of this 
group, I will ask that each participant receive permission from another before touching, 
even if it is meant to be in a comforting way. Something as simple as a hug or a hand on a 
shoulder can be distressing to a lesbian who struggles with physical contact. I want the 
lesbians who participate in this group to explore the presence of the sacred in their lived 
experiences and I want them to feel comfortable and safe doing so. I believe these 
additional guidelines and practices will assist in that process.  
 Because daily happenings will play a role in how a participant will encounter the 
group, it is imperative to create space that allows participants to be open about what is 
currently occurring in their lives. These events will be brought into the group space even 
if they are not addressed, and it is best to put voice to the occurrences so that no one 
needs to wonder what is affecting the group member. A simple check-in at the beginning 
of the group time can create the needed space to encourage participants to share what is 
happening in their lives and their reaction to the events.  
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During the first meeting or two, it is expected that the sharing will be somewhat 
superficial, revealing only the most basic information about life events. After several 
weeks has past and the group gradually becomes more comfortable with each other, with 
the space, and with the trust that will be built within the group, greater and deeper sharing 
will occur. I am not a fan of opening ice-breaker questions and rarely using them in my 
groups. To me, they force people to share something they may not be ready to share. If 
trust and community are to be built, it must happen organically and gently. An 
affirmation that our daily experiences, good and not-so-good, will shape what we bring to 
the group is a profound way in which to bless what may seem to be the minutia of our 
lives and the sacred ground on which we walk each day. 
 Also, the connection that can be built even before the actual verbal sharing occurs 
assists in the creation of trust and community. The intention to be a part of the group, to 
be committed to discerning the presence of the Holy in a space that is safe enough to 
laugh and cry and be vulnerable, and to self-identify as a lesbian carries with it an 
expression of community even before the conversation begins.  
 “We also can all think to the most important conversations we’ve had in our lives, 
the hardest, the ones that were turning points — they have a lot of silence in them; they 
have trust in them, which often has had to be earned before that conversation was 
possible.”133 When connection and trust are created, body language will communicate 
 
 133 On Being with Krista Tippet, “Living the Questions: Can Conversation Make 
any Difference at a Moment Like This?” October 8, 2018, 
https://onbeing.org/programs/living-the-questions-5/#transcript.  
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emotions that are being held back. “A conversation begins before any words are 
spoken.”134 Reflective silence and sacred space alone can give participants permission to 
converse without words. 
 To that end, any group that wants to build trust and create community through the 
process of profound, reflective sharing must create a place for intentional deep listening. 
As I shared earlier, deep listening is a process in which the participants will focus their 
full attention on the person speaking. So often, we listen with the idea anything that is 
shared requires an immediate response. We listen with a focus on ourselves and how we 
can fix rather than simply holding in sacred space the feelings and emotions of the one 
who is sharing. By pausing after each person shares in order for the group to reflect upon 
what was shared, the sharer can feel as if they have truly been heard. This is a practice to 
be learned because it goes against what most people have been taught throughout their 
lives. “Some describe deep listening as a sacred experience”135 Listening goes beyond 
judgment and appraisal. It embraces the speaker through an invitation of care, attentive 
compassion, and acceptance. 
 If we can offer deep listening, if we can focus on the experiences that one is 
sharing, and if we can create a space of sacred silence after the sharing, there is an 
invitation for the Holy Spirit to move throughout the group offering to those present a 




 135 Robinson and Hawkins, Heart to Heart, 2. 
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in their reflections and recollections, a personal theology can grow into a sacred 
expression which will resonate with them throughout their life journey. 
 I do not anticipate that the creation of the Holy Conversations for lesbians group 
will be effortless. I do know that the lesbian community, like so many other ostracized 
groups, carry the heavy weight of oppression within themselves. To want to share 
personal stories and to reflect on past experiences that may have been joy-filled or 
difficult can seem overwhelming and possibly easier to simply forget or ignore. It is 
important to consider what it is that hurts and heals. How can we be with others in ways 
that encourage growth into a life filled with deep meaning?136 Yet if one is committed to 
spiritual growth and awareness while being open to finding the sacred in those hidden 
places of life, creating space for holy conversations can be a catalyst for just that.  
 
Holy Conversations for Lesbians in MCC 
 Holy Conversations for lesbians will consist of six group gatherings plus a final 
group gathering. The first gathering will consist of an explanation of the group and the 
significance of creating a personal theology, introductions of the group participants, a 
conversation about what it means to offer deep, reflective listening, and an introduction 
to the schedule of topics for discussion. I want to offer this introductory gathering so that 
the lesbian participants will have an opportunity to understand what to expect and to 
discern if the group seems appropriate for them.  
 
136 Brock and Parker, Proverbs of Ashes, 8. 
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 The introductory gathering will take place in my home. I recognize the 
importance of moving beyond the traditional classroom context137 and creating a more 
intimate gathering that will feel inviting to the participants. Schedules are so full and 
lives so busy, the idea of just another meeting can be discouraging to people who would 
appreciate the content of the group. To be in a more comfortable, more welcoming space 
will affirm to the gathered lesbians that they are important to the group. It will create an 
atmosphere of acceptance and relationship. A discussion will be had during the 
introductory gathering as to other meeting venues that may be meaningful to the 
participants. 
  The five topics I have chosen for the group discussion are coming out as a 
lesbian; grief and loss; family; friendship; and growing mature. I selected these topics 
because I believe the lesbian experience in each of these tends to be different than in the 
LGBTQ community as a whole. There will be some commonality with gay men and with 
heterosexual women, but there are definite ways in which they will differ. I will explain 
this difference when I give more details about each topic later.  
Throughout these topics, I want to focus on where the lesbian participants 
encounter the sacred. How do they recognize or not recognize God in these lived 
experiences and how do they define God after moving through these experiences? I 
 
 137Boyung Lee, Transforming Congregations through Community: Faith 
Formation from the Seminary to the Church (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2013), 68.  
In this book, Lee shares fives ways in which to more deeply engage congregants in 
religious education. These steps would also be applicable to anyone working with small 
groups in a church setting. See pages 67 – 70. 
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believe it is also important to consider if there are ways in which they may have felt 
closer to God after the discussion that may have been missing for them. As the group 
evolves and as the lesbian participants share of their sacred encounters, I am certain that 
there are ways of thinking of God that had not previously been considered. 
The final gathering will offer a blessing ritual to determine the effectiveness of 
the group and to fully adjourn the group. I will offer the backyard of my home for this 
gathering and I will also be open to other places that may be significant to the 
participants. Having a final gathering and blessing outside could add an additional layer 
of depth and meaning to the participants. Feeling the sun shine or the movement of the 
wind during the participant’s final gathering is another invitation to the sacred.  
 Because this modified Holy Conversations gathering is meant to be offered to the 
lesbian community in MCC, which is a Christian denomination, the role and witness of 
Jesus should be a part of every discussion. As Jesus reached into the margins of society to 
affirm salvation for those who were considered “less than”, the lesbian participants will 
be invited to consider their connection with Jesus, his outreach and ministry, as well as 











“I believe that telling our stories, first to ourselves and then to one another and the 
world, is a revolutionary act. It is an act that can be met with hostility, exclusion, and 
violence. It can also lead to love, understanding, transcendence, and community.” – 
Janet Mock138 
 
 Rev. Mona West, Ph.D., MCC clergy and theologian, has described how the 
Hebrew Exodus may seem like a coming-out story for the LGBTQ community. “The 
Exodus tradition reminds queers that the silence of the closet does equal death and that 
the dominant culture will try to cut queers off from their past by rendering them 
invisible.”139 West argues that when the Israelites left Egypt, they were on a wilderness 
journey, not knowing what to expect or how they would survive. They just knew that, in 
order to maintain their dignity and self-worth, they needed to leave the place that held 
them in bondage for so long. This escape from Egypt can be comparable to a coming out 
story for those in the LGBTQ community. They have left the metaphorical closet where 
they were enslaved, living in fear, and with no sense of freedom. Making the step out of 
fear and into authenticity, they may have felt hesitant, unsure of what is to come. But 
ultimately a sense of freedom and peace can prevail. 
 
 138Deena Drewis, , “Here Are 10 Inspiring AF Quotes From Birthday Girl Janet 
Mock,” girlboss, March 10, 2017, https://www.girlboss.com/identity/2017-3-10-here-are-
10-inspiring-af-quotes-from-birthday-girl-janet-mock.  
 
 139 Robert E. Goss and Mona West, introduction to Take Back the Word: A Queer 
Reading of the Bible, ed. Robert E. Goss and Mona West (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 
2000), 7. 
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 “By ‘coming out,’ I mean the act of claiming one’s sexual orientation and naming 
it to oneself and others.”140 Coming out and self-identifying as a homosexual is a step 
into owning one’s authentic self, a way of being that affirms one’s value and worth to 
themselves and hopefully to others. It is sharing with others your belief in your sacred 
identity and moving beyond society’s heterosexist assumptions. And despite the many 
hurdles that might prevent one from coming out, people continue to do so in all parts of 
society. 
 For anyone who identifies as LGBTQ, coming out is a radical, brave act. It 
requires people, dear friends and loved ones, to see you in a new light and to consider 
that you must now be thought of in a new way of being. To come out means to be honest 
with yourself and others. It is empowering by claiming your significance in the world, 
your full humanity, and your dignity as a person created by the Divine. It is not a singular 
event but occurs many times throughout your life as you share your true identity through 
your lived experiences.  
 Chris Glaser shares, “…coming out is [the LGBTQ community’s] unique 
sacrament, a rite of vulnerability that reveals the sacred in our lives – our worth, our love, 
our lovemaking, our beloved, our community, our context of meaning, and our God.”141 
Coming out as part of the LGBTQ+ community makes us vulnerable to other people’s 
 
 140 Leanne McCall Tigert, Coming Out Through Fire: Surviving the Trauma of 
Homophobia (Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 2009), 12. 
 
 141 Chris Glaser, Coming Out as Sacrament (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1998), 9. 
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opinions of our lives as well as who and how we love. Acknowledging one’s sexual 
orientation is affirming to the world that no one’s permission is needed in order to feel 
whole, blessed, and beloved. 
 Coming out and self-identifying as a lesbian is unlike coming out as a gay man. 
They both have their similar experiences as both are reveling a sexual orientation that is 
outside societal norms. For lesbians, coming out is setting aside what has been expected 
as your role in society, the way you have been feminized and encultured since childhood.     
 “Since society holds heterosexuality as the norm and most women grow up 
assuming that they fit this norm, the process of realizing and naming one’s lesbianism is a 
defining experience.”142 To self-identify as a lesbian means to acknowledge that the 
expectation of heterosexual marriage will not occur. It means that the lesbian has made 
the decision to no longer hide or to feel shame for living as they were created to be. 
Coming out as a lesbian means living a life of honesty and integrity, moving beyond 
patriarchal expectations, and no longer needing to share a false narrative out of fear. 
 When lesbians come out into their fully authentic being, they free themselves to 
explore what it means to be a child of God, created in the divine image, and blessed as 
someone who is very good. The closest of self-hated and homophobia crushes these 
blessings. Coming out creates the ultimate connection with the sacred experience and 
gives the lesbian the permission she needs to fully love other women also created by God.  
 
 142 Jessica F. Morris et al., “Finding a ‘Word for Myself’: Themes in Lesbian 
Coming-Out Stories,” in Dyke Life: From Growing Up to Growing Old – A Celebration 
of the Lesbian Experience, ed. Karla Jay (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 36. 
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 As part of the modified Holy Conversations resource, I will invite each lesbian 
participant to consider their own coming out story, reflecting as to how their experience 
was cathartic, freeing, and empowering. First, I will invite the group facilitator to read the 
story of the slaves leaving Egypt from Exodus 12 – 14. Then I will ask the lesbian 
participants to reflect on the story from the book of Exodus and how the slaves fleeing 
Egypt found the freedom they had dreamt of but never expected for themselves, how God 
assisted the slaves escaping Egypt, and how do the participants compare that to their 
coming out.  
 With lesbians in this age group, there are those who will identify with a “don’t 
ask, don’t tell” mentality and those who became and remain estranged from family and 
friends. Not all coming out experiences are positive and freeing. Some stories may bring 
reminders of pain and isolation. It is important to hear those stories and to honor the 
emotions that accompany them. And in the midst of it all, God is present to those who 
continue to struggle, who live fully out loud, and for those who live somewhere in 
between.  
 I anticipate that by sharing coming out stories, the lesbian participants will begin 
to create community with each other and will consider their stories in a way that had not 
possibly occurred to them; by connecting to the sacred in their coming out experiences. I 
also anticipate that there will be participants who will share stories of hurt and anger at 
God for abandoning them when they were most vulnerable and deeply needed the 
unconditional love that is part of the Divine presence. And there will be those lesbian 
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participants for whom coming out experiences were filled with, if not joy, then at least a 
sense of relief.  
 
Grief and loss. 
“I still miss those I loved who are no longer with me but I find I am grateful for having 
loved them.” – Rita Mae Brown143        
      
 Much analysis has been done on bereavement issues within various contexts in 
our society. There are wonderful, supportive books for heterosexual couples who grieve 
the loss of their spouse. And, since the 1980s and 1990s, much work has been done with 
and much outreach has been offered to the gay male community due to the impact of the 
AIDS crisis. But very little research has been done on the lesbian community and how 
they grieve the loss of a spouse, life partner, a family member or dear friend. 
 I placed the grief and loss topic after the discussion on coming out because in 
many coming out stories, there can be disconnection from loved ones who are unable to 
accept the recently disclosed lesbian identity. It is not uncommon within the lesbian 
community to be estranged from parents, siblings, grandparents, and other family 
members. Grief and loss that is experienced through estrangement is similar to a death, 
and is sometimes even more wounding. When the family member(s) refuses to remain in 
contact with the newly out lesbian, shame and blame can become part of the grief 
journey.   
 
 143 “Rita Mae Brown,” Famous Quote From: quotes from historical figures and 
lesser known idiots, accessed June 24, 2019, http://famousquotefrom.com/rita-mae-
brown/.  
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 As part of my work at Sunshine Cathedral MCC, I facilitate a Bereavement Group 
designed by me specifically for the LGBTQ community. For people who have been 
deeply hurt by the church, some believe that, in the time of crisis, loss, or bereavement, 
God is punishing them for living what they have been told is a sinful life. When I hear 
their angst and grief, I recall Psalm 22: 1 – 2 (NRSV) which reads, “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my 
groaning? O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night, but find no rest.” 
 Many people during a time of grief and loss will question God and wonder why 
such pain is happening to them. But for those women who live their lives openly and 
honestly as out lesbians, the church’s and our society’s reaction to the grief suffered by 
these women may be less sympathetic and less understanding that it would be for 
heterosexual couples. After all, many people seem to think of lesbian couples as simply 
friends, sharing a life together to save on expenses, without recognizing the depth and 
intimacy of lesbian relationships. 
 Therefore, it is of great importance that a connection is created, and community is 
resourced when a lesbian is grieving a loss. When grieving the loss of a spouse, the lack 
of acknowledgement can be devastating. Vicky Whipple, author of the book Lesbian 
Widows: Invisible Grief writes of her own experience: 
At the most painful time in our lives, some of us were treated as if we did not 
exist, faced having our relationship ignored or minimized, or felt forced to come 
out to obtain help. One caretaker was denied family leave. Married women do not 
face these issues. Their relationships and their grief are publicly recognized and 
honored.144 
 
 144 Vicky Whipple, Lesbian Widows: Invisible Grief (Binghamton, NY:  
Harrington Park Press, 2006), 67. 
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And when grieving the loss of a parent, sibling, or child, anyone providing support to a 
lesbian must consider family dynamics and how they have impacted the lesbian. Death 
seems to bring out the best and the worst in people and grief will manifest itself in 
various and not always productive ways. 
 When going through any life changing experience, lesbian communities often 
create their own rituals to gather, to celebrate and to mourn. With these rituals, lesbians 
can create their own safe space in a world that minimizes the lesbian’s lived experiences. 
This safe space is a way to validate what is meaningful and cathartic to the lesbian.145 By 
creating their own rituals and by sharing the rituals with their community, lesbians can 
reconnect with their true and authentic selves in a world that tends to disregard them. 
These rituals allow lesbians to tell their stories to an understanding community in a 
positive and affirming light. It also gives the surviving lesbian an opportunity to be with 
friends and loved ones and to share special memories of better times. 
 As part of the modified Holy Conversations resource, I will invite the lesbian 
participants to reflect on the losses in their lives and the resulting grief that stemmed from 
the losses. The group facilitator will then read the two verses from the book of Psalms 22 
and will invite the group to silently reflect on them, encouraging them to consider times 
in their lives when they felt abandon by God. For example, the loss of friends or family 
as a result of coming out, the break-up of a relationship, or the death of a dear loved one 
 
 
 145 Chiara Manodoro, “This Powerful Opening of the Heart:  How Ritual Affirms 
Lesbian Identity,” The Journal of Homosexuality 36, no. 2 (1998): 41. 
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can give rise to feelings of grief and sadness. 
 I anticipate that these reflections may cause the lesbian participants to feel the 
grief again in an unexpected way. To relive grief and loss can be devastating if one has 
not sufficiently mourned the loss. And revisiting past events does not always bring 
solace. “Sorrow sometimes ebbs into depression or simply fades with time into 
something less thoroughly present and totally occupying.”146  But if one wants to heal 
from past hurts or at least move in a positive direction, putting voice to the pain and hurt 
can be cathartic, particularly if one feels that they are in a safe-enough environment. The 
questions posed to the lesbian participants would invite them to speak about experiences 
of grief and loss in which they felt abandon by God as well as when they felt embraced 
by God.  
 One’s theology is influenced in those times we feel betrayed and when we feel 
held and cared for in Divine love. Our experiences during a time of grief and loss will 
enlighten us as to what we believe to be true about God. When we remember those who 
have died, it may cause us to consider the possibility of an everlasting life. And if this is a 
belief that we carry, how does that inform our grief journey? If not, what is it that we 
believe happens when one dies? How is it possible to affirm a God of love and 
compassion when family and friends exclude us for self-identifying as lesbian? Questions 
like these will require thoughtful reflection and may bring to light what our theological 
understandings truly are.  
 
 146 Mark Belletini, Nothing Gold Can Stay: The Colors of Grief (Boston: Skinner 
House Books, 2015), 3. 
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 Going through any kind of grief and loss journey is difficult. “Coming home to 
grief is sacred work, a powerful practice that confirms what the indigenous soul knows, 
and what spiritual traditions teach: we are connected to one another.”147  When the 
dynamics of self-identifying as lesbian rise to the surface, variables that had not been 
considered can either sustain or cause pain that others may have neglected. This is 
important to remember when discussing a grief journey while considering the dynamics 
of living as a lesbian. 
 
Family. 
“Blood does not family make. Those are relatives. Family are those with whom you share 
your good, bad, and ugly, and still love one another in the end. Those are the ones you 
select.” – Hector Xtravaganza148   
 
 The topic of family is intentionally placed in the middle of the group topics. After 
sharing stories of coming out and self-identifying as a lesbian as well as the experiences 
of grief and loss, it is important to consider what can constitute family to someone who 
identifies as a lesbian. We often think of family as those people who will be with us in 
our joys and our sorrows. Our society tells us that family should be related to us by 
 
 147 Francis Weller, “Drinking the Tears of the World: Grief as Deep Activism,” 
Daily Good: News that Inspires, February 3, 2019, http://www.dailygood.org/2214/ 
drinking-the-tears-of-the-world-grief-as-deep-activism. 
 
 148 Brooke Marine, “Pose Season 2, Episode 2 Recap: Wintour is Coming,” W 
Magazine, June 19, 2019, https://www.wmagazine.com/story/pose-season-2-episode-2-
recap-patti-lupone. 
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blood. But living openly and honestly while affirming a homosexual orientation may 
separate us from our biological families and encourage us to develop chosen families.  
For lesbians who are looking for biblical affirmation of chosen families, they need 
to look no further than the book of Ruth. It has always been interesting to me that the 
words shared in Ruth 1:16-17 (NRSV) were shared from one woman to another. 
 Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! 
 Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; 
 Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. 
 Where you die, I will die – there will I be buried. 
 May the Lord do thus and so to me, and more as well, 
 If even death parts me from you! 
 
This beautiful, poetic, and heartfelt commitment shared by Ruth to Naomi has been 
 
spoken at many heterosexual weddings without any reflective consciousness as to the 
story behind the words.  
 What is absent in the story of Ruth and Naomi is any form of sexual innuendo 
between the two women, offering instead a story of two women who challenge what is 
expected and, following their hearts, do what they know to be right for them.149 Ruth 
absolutely refused to leave her mother-in-law behind, without resources or care. If Ruth 
had, Naomi most likely would have perished or resorted to injurious actions due to the 
deaths of her husband and both sons. “Ruth’s refusal to leave Naomi is one of the most 
beautiful expressions of passionate friendship between women, a friendship which later is 
acknowledged by the women in Bethlehem as being worth more than seven sons to 
 
 149 Elizabeth Stuart, Just Good Friends: Towards a Lesbian and Gay Theology of 
Relationships (Herndon, VA: Mowbray, 1995), 136. 
 
 112  
 
Naomi.”150 It is apparent in this story that Ruth, Naomi, and eventually, Boaz, created a 
chosen family which would sustain them in way that would have seemed unusual to 
many. 
 Ruth knows that in order to provide for Naomi, she must obtain food. Boaz 
permits Ruth to glean from his field and provides protection for her as she offers care to 
Naomi. Ultimately the decision between Boaz, Ruth, and Naomi to create their own 
family provides example of the kinship between people who recognize that family is not 
necessarily bonded by blood but by deep affection and care for one another.  
 “Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz would be proud of the ways in which we continue to 
follow their strategies for creating family and having our relationships recognized!”151 
The importance of family and chosen family cannot be overstated. Some biological 
families affirm and welcome their dear loved one who self-identifies as a lesbian. Some 
biological families are not as understanding and will choose the opinions of others and 
heartless pronouncements by the church over the love and care of their lesbian family 
member. 
 When we choose relationships that are healthy and affirming for us, we often 
create bonds that are stronger and deeper than that of our biological family.152 Chosen 
family can consist of biological family as well as partners and ex-partners, dear friends, 
 
 150 Ibid. 
 
 151 Mona West, “Ruth,” in The Queer Bible Commentary, ed. Deryn Guest, et. al 
(London: SCM Press, 2006), 194. 
 
 152 Judith McDaniel, The Lesbian Couples’ Guide: Finding the Right Woman and 
Creating a Life Together (New York: HarperPerennial, 1995), 88 – 89. 
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children related by blood and children connected by familiarity. There is no one way to 
create a family and it is through these chosen families that the lesbian community will 
find needed love and support. 
 As part of the modified Holy Conversations resource, I will invite each lesbian 
participant to reflect upon their biological family as well as their chosen family. Then I 
will invite the group facilitator to read Ruth’s covenant to Naomi and to consider how 
these two biblical women created a family with each other in order to provide love, care, 
and protection for one another. The lesbian participants will then be encouraged to share 
their family and chosen family experiences, reflecting on the presence of the Divine 
within each family. 
 I anticipate the sharing of family stories and experiences as well as how God fits 
or does not fit within the families to cause the lesbian participants to consider what 
creates and makes a family. When the lesbian participants consider family, how 
expansive can they be in defining what makes a family? How do they perceive God’s 
action in their family creation and how do they recognize the ebb and flow of the Spirit 
within their family relationships? How do they interpret Jesus’ chosen family of Mary, 
Martha and Lazarus? 
 With the granting of marriage equality in the United States in 2015, the creation 
of chosen families in the lesbian community is a hot topic. Churches are split on the 
understanding of what makes a family and how God feels about same-gender-loving 
people being allowed to marry. I firmly believe that love in all its forms is blessed and 
holy and if two women chose to make a life together, I know that God’s blessing is with 
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them. The creation of chosen family is also an example of beautiful relationship built on 
love. Where there is family, in its many forms and manifestations, there is love. 
 
Friendship. 
“Women understand. We may share experiences, make jokes, paint pictures, and 
describe humiliations that mean nothing to men, but women understand. The odd thing 
about these deep and personal connections of women is that they often ignore barriers of 
age, economics, worldly experience, race, culture — all the barriers that, in male or 
mixed society, had seemed so difficult to cross.” – Gloria Steinem153   
           
 There are those people in our lives who we see every day. We may work with 
them, attend meetings with them, or even attend worship or spiritual gatherings with 
them. But we truly do not know them. We may know their name and what kind of car 
they drive. But we do not know their deepest thoughts, the ways in which they find joy, 
and what brings them profound sadness. These types of multi-layered connections are 
reserved for friends. 
 I selected the topic of friendship to follow the discussion on family because, 
within the LGBTQ community, our friends often become our family. Friends have 
travelled similar paths. They understand what it means to come out and to possibly have 
strained relationships with biological family. They know what it means to be left out of 
family celebrations and the grief one feels when family ties are cut. Our friends can be 
our support system when biological family is unable to do so. And as the lesbian 
 
 153 Elizabeth Tsung, “25 Quotes From Inspirational Women On the Power Of 
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community grows mature, it is often our friends, not our biological family, who are 
attentive to our needs. 
 Today’s culture invites us to believe we have many friends. Connections via the 
Internet, Social Media, and other forms of association may lead us to believe that there 
are many people on whom we can rely. The problem with this assumption is that many of 
these “virtual connections” are actually superficial with minimal authenticity and 
artificial connection. That is not to say that sincere connection cannot be made through 
the virtual world. For people who are part of sexual minority communities, the 
connections made via the Internet and Social Media can be lifesaving.  
 For gay men who have been socialized as male in Western culture, friendship is 
often more superficial with their deepest feelings and emotions shared only with their 
spouse or partner. For lesbians who have been socialized as female in Western culture, 
their connection with friends is often deeper with greater emotional attachment than gay 
male friendship. Though this general explanation does not encompass all forms of 
friendship for gay men and for lesbians, it does provide a simple overview of the 
differing ways of experiencing friendship in the LGBTQ community. 
 If we are thinking in terms of the development of a lesbian theology, I would 
invite the lesbian participants to consider the possibility of a friendship with God. What 
does one look for in a friend but support, connection, joy, laughter, and love? A 
willingness to consider these aspects as holy and of God can encourage the participants to 
rethink their beliefs about God. Some of the participants may have difficulty considering 
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God as a friend because of our hierarchal system that requires a God of higher status.154 
However, if we consider God as a friend on whom we can always rely, the depth of 
friendships between women, particularly lesbians, can surprise with an ever deeper 
spiritual connection. 
 “Under patriarchy, friendships between women are discouraged, trivialized or 
dismissed as ‘lesbian.’”155 Though the existence of lesbians is undoubtedly a threat to the 
patriarchy, friendships between lesbians removes women even further from the control of 
men. With this type of bond towards each other and towards the Divine, lesbian’s 
dependency on men is diminished significantly or even becomes nonexistent. 
 As part of the modified Holy Conversations resource, I will invite the lesbian 
participants consider the concept of friendship and how God may reveal God’s self 
through the close bonds of dear friends. Then the group facilitator will read from John 
15:13, “There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (The 
Inclusive Bible translation) The group will then consider what true friendship means to 
them and how the lesbian community’s friendships manifest into deeper bonds than other 
communities of women. 
 I anticipate that the depth of sharing from the lesbian participants will evoke 
memories of joy, companionship, laughter, and community. I also anticipate that some 
participants will find it difficult to express the importance of friendships. “The absence of 
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substantive theological reflection on women’s friendship is an invitation to develop 
some.”156 There may be a struggle with the want to express the emotion and spirituality 
of deep friendships and the lack of appropriate language to do so. I will encourage the 
lesbian participants to be creative in their expression, possibly creating terms which go 
beyond patriarchal understandings while embracing a more dynamic way of articulation. 
 Assisting the lesbian community in ways of finding their voice takes more than 
intentional listening, though that is a significant part of the support process.157 It takes a 
shifting of what is considered acceptable to reflect on how our language has been 
appropriated and manipulated by patriarchal culture. It also takes courage to step into that 
theological place where new definitions and images can become a part of the common 
lexicon.  
 To consider the bonds of deep friendship as part of Divine connection may be a 
new and even an uncomfortable concept for the lesbian participants. When I think of 
God, I envision and perceive the constant unconditional love available to me. And yet 
there are times when I seem to take for granted the continual availability of such love. 
Friendships can often manifest in the same way. We can take our friends for granted, 
assuming they will always be there without any work or intentionality on our part.  
 When we do recognize disconnect from our friends, we may identify our lack of 
needed attention to sustain the connection. I suspect that our bond with God occurs in 
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much the same way. We must remember to sustain the connection through 
communication, attention, and nurture.  
 
Growing Mature. 
“I suppose real old age begins when one looks backward rather than forward, but I look 
forward with joy to the years ahead and especially to the surprises that any day may 
bring.” – May Sarton158 
 
 Western society struggles with maturing and aging. It is normal and natural to 
develop gray hair and for skin to lose its elasticity. But for this youth-oriented culture, 
people who are growing mature often become unnoticed and their lives and actions are 
diminished. It can seem easier to put older people away in nursing homes or care 
facilities than to honor and recognize their achievements. There is also the idea that 
people who are maturing have nothing left to offer; that their lives are without meaning 
and ambition. “The most common stereotype is the notion of age as only decline and 
loss.”159  For the lesbian community, this stereotype can be far from the truth. 
 Growing mature and aging is the final topic because, I believe by this time in the 
group gatherings, connections and community will have been created. Encouraging 
personal vulnerability will invite the lesbian participants to consider what it means to 
leave behind the ideas of youth while considering what it means to mature in a world that 
treats older women as invisible. In order to share deep thoughts and feelings regarding a 
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sensitive topic, trust must be present and support must be strong. There is both beauty 
and fear in growing mature. A safe community will allow for the sharing of a broad range 
of emotions. 
 Genesis 21:1 – 2 shares the story of Sarah, wife of Abraham, giving birth to their 
son, Isaac, at ninety years of age. I certainly will not praise Sarah as a paragon of virtue 
as she gave Hagar, her female attendant, over to Abraham in order to have a child. What I 
see in this story and what I hope that the lesbian community of MCC will see is that 
maturing women can do the unexpected. When society tells us that we have nothing left 
to accomplish as we age, God reminds us that, when we least expect it, miracles can 
occur.  
 “Western culture, with its ageist assumptions, has focused on physical change and 
has ignored the more positive aspects of aging.”160 For lesbians who have felt constrained 
because of their sexual orientation, growing mature may prove to be a benefit. There can 
be less pressure for the woman to conform to stereotypical images of what society 
determines to be attractive. And as we mature, coming out of the closet and self-
identifying as a lesbian is often less risky. There is less to lose and people’s opinions are 
less crucial.161 For lesbians who may not conform to rigid gender roles, there can be 
freedom in living more honestly and authentically. Though one of the more difficult 
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aspects of growing mature for all people, including the lesbian community, is loneliness 
and isolation.  
 Because lesbians are less likely to have children than heterosexual women, 
lesbians often must rely on friends and chosen family to care for them as they mature. 
This raises a problem when the lesbian’s friends and family are aging, as well. It can be 
difficult to care for a beloved partner or friend when struggling with health issues 
yourself. And churches, like society, often forget those who need care and 
companionship as they mature. Aging people can be forgotten by church leadership in the 
busyness of doing church. And lesbians, like other women, tend to go unnoticed in male 
dominated organizations including the churches. 
 Since women, including lesbians, make less money than men, including gay men, 
lesbians may struggle financially as they mature. Therefore, I believe it is as the lesbian 
community matures, the connection with other lesbians and lesbian support organizations 
becomes vital. Lesbian gatherings at churches and at local community centers become a 
lifeline for women who need to know that they and their accomplishments are not 
forgotten and that the wisdom they have can be shared with younger lesbians. If we 
believe that all people have sacred value, we must include not only young people but 
maturing and elderly lesbians, as well. Yet I recognize that many of these resources are 
available only to lesbians who live in or near large cities as well as lesbians who have the 
financial means to acquire the needed resources.  
 As part of the modified Holy Conversations resource, I will invite the lesbian 
participants to reflect on their personal maturing process and how it has affected their 
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lives, their relationships, and their connection with God. The group facilitator will then 
read Sarah’s story from the book of Genesis and will invite the lesbian participants to 
consider what miraculous things have occurred in their lives that came about because of 
their maturity. For example, lesbians may find greater freedom to self-identify as lesbian, 
additional time to pursue interests and new, exciting hobbies, time to volunteer for 
organizations that hold great meaning for the lesbian participant.  
 I anticipate that this sharing will cause the lesbian participants to consider not 
only the positive aspects of growing mature but the more undesirable aspects, as well. 
There can be joy with the new-found freedom that comes from growing mature, 
particularly if the lesbian participant is healthy and financially secure. There can also be 
anger at society and at God for the limitations that come with maturation. A discussion on 
maturity and aging can invite reflective thought on the intersection of happiness and 
sadness, of a life well lived, and of regrets and missed opportunities.  
 I also anticipate that through this discussion on growing mature as part of a holy 
conversation, the lesbian participant may be open to sharing how their imagining of God 
has evolved over their life. People tend to cling to their earliest understandings of God, 
though there are those who have been through challenging experiences and are more 
open to a different and more expansive God image. As part of this exercise, I would 
encourage the lesbian participants to reflect on where they began with their imagining of 
God and where they are now. How has your imagining of God changed with your 
growing maturity? How and where do you currently experience God in your daily life? 
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How does your current experience of God impact how you live your life as you move 
through the maturing process? 
 As many of the lesbian participants may have memories of being a part of MCC 
in the early years of its existence, I expect that there will be discussion as to how MCC 
has aged along with its community. Encouraging these women to share their memories of 
how they worked to create a denomination that was built to welcome sexual minorities 
are stories that need to be shared. And as this group of lesbians continue to mature, it is 
important that they feel they have contributed to make the world a bit better for other, 




 Theologian and writer, Rev. Dr. Rebecca Ann Parker shares, “Reliable intimate 
relationships can help people survive profound violence, terror, and despair and enable 
them to live beyond their own person pain.”162 While the focus of this thesis project is to 
encourage the development of a lesbian theology, another potential outcome of this 
modified Holy Conversations resource is the support, care, and profound connection that 
may come from the gathered community of lesbian participants. I would suggest that the 
selected topics for the gatherings will engage the participants while creating an 
environment that will permit and even encourage deep sharing and storytelling. 
 In Rev. Dr. Parker’s book Proverbs of Ashes: Violence, Redemptive Suffering, 
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and the Search of What Saves Us, which was co-written with Dr. Rita Nakashima Brock, 
the authors share significant life experiences of their own and describe how they shaped 
their personal theology. In the discussion of these specific events, each author presents 
how their earliest understandings of God compelled them to stay in unhappy and 
unhealthy situations. But through exposure to other people’s stories and the revealing of 
their lived experiences, both joyful and pain-filled, the women were able to recognize 
that their earliest interpretation of God does not need to be the God of their present 
understanding. 
 Both Parker and Brock share profoundly intimate stories with the reader to make 
their point which tells us a religion that depicts a God who is demanding and punitive 
will continue to deeply hurt us, affecting our personal image and self-esteem, even as we 
mature. It is up to us to truly meditate on God; to discern God’s will for us; to affirm that 
God is a spirit of love and compassion; and to welcome that love and to share it with 
others. This discernment is a journey of massive proportions and it is life changing.  
 Brock writes:  
Religions give language, meaning, and shape to culture, to ways of being that are 
organized socially and into which people are born. Theology is how those ways of 
being are articulated, made into language. My quest for reliable friends and 
community and for theological answers is how I searched for myself.163  
 
This search for self will give rise to new understandings of God and what defines the holy 
in our cultural context. If we can gather with friends to join in our examination of God, 
the individual understandings of what is sacred become group understandings. This will 
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generate a bidding to step beyond the individual “I” and move into the wider “we” of 
community. 
 Though all that life offers us, we can remember that God is with us. It is in the 
time and space of the deepest emotions that we can sense the Divine. And yet these deep 
experiences may also cause us to question the presence of God.164 God loves and cares 
for us. God can also seem distant and apathetic. In all our experiences God reveals God’s 
self to us, though our experiences will impact how we perceive God’s manifestation.  
 When lesbians are affirmed that they are an innate part of God, that God joyfully 
loves them for all of who they are, and when they are reminded that God has been present 
to them throughout their life journey even when God seemed very absent, miracles will 
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Chapter 4 
Assessment and Evaluation: Group Adjournment 
 
 
 Feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruther has shared that “The starting point 
for Feminist Theology, perhaps all theology, is cognitive dissonance.”165 When people 
who do not fit into societal norms are disregarded by Christian institutions, the full and 
inclusive welcome of the gospel of Jesus Christ is ignored in favor of an exclusionary 
message. For women in the lesbian community who believe in and have affirmed their 
sacred place in God’s realm, there is difficulty in returning to the oppressive nature of 
patriarchal Christian churches. The dissonance becomes overwhelming and they can no 
longer stay silent as their lives, their loves, and their inherent value is minimized by those 
who believe they have been given the authority to grant or to block access to God. 
  As the creation of the modified resource will occur subsequent to this thesis, I 
foresee the need for a follow-up and final gathering with the lesbian participants to 
evaluate the success of the group. This final gathering will take place after the initial six 
gatherings, as the group prepares for its adjournment. Because the process of these 
theological development gatherings involves deep contemplation, I believe that to fully 
determine the value of this modified resource, lesbians who participated in the gathering 
will need time to reflect as to how meaningful the resource was for them, their reaction to 
the gatherings, and how their personal theology evolved during the modified Holy 
Conversations process.  
 
 165 Ruether, Sexism and God Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology, xviii. 
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 The lesbian participants may need to reconsider their vision of the sacred, how it 
connects with their lived experience as an out lesbian, and how they can be more aware 
of the Divine presence as it blesses them in their journey. I also believe the facilitator of 
the gathering will need time to consider what worked and what did not work for them as 
the facilitator, for the lesbian participants, and for the full group. A trained facilitator will 
be able to observe the group as the participants share their significant experiences. They 
will notice facial expressions, body language, and other forms of non-verbal 
communication which may telling about the lesbian group participants reactions to topics 
and discussions. 
 Although the original Holy Conversations resource from MCC did not include an 
adjournment or final gathering, I feel the need to include one in this resource. I believe an 
ending piece will enrich and more appropriately close this resource. It will generate the 
possibility for ongoing community and mutual support as the lesbian participants share 
stories with others about experiences which impacted their lives and theology in either a 
positive or negative way. With a purposeful ending, it will encourage the lesbian 
participants to maintain connection and conversation with each other. When this form of 
sharing occurs, bonding and friendship spring forth and there is the possibility of an 
“emotionally significant transition”166 to close the group. It is important to honor and 
acknowledge this transition to successfully close the group and to determine the 
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possibility of continuing the group with another resource or even using no resource but 
supporting each other in an unprompted gathering. 
 In most instances, it would be enough to create a survey to evaluate a modified 
resource, assessing the level of achieved success. However, I anticipate that much of the 
deep sharing within the group would be difficult to effectively quantify. Profound 
disclosure, reflection, spiritual growth, and Divine connection require more than an 
assigned number or analyzed level. I would argue that much of what occurs regarding the 
development of lesbian theology will come from the spontaneous conversations that will 
happen during topic discussions.  
 Because spontaneity is difficult to measure, it loses its value to the scientific 
community though people frequently recognize and appreciate the spontaneous 
occurrences in their lives.167 There are the undefinable experiences, the spontaneous 
meetings and conversations, which give meaning to our lives and deepen our connections 
with others. These experiences are often impossible to explain to others and yet they 
move us in life altering ways. Spontaneity is significant and must be considered.   
 Ultimately the modified Holy Conversations is to encourage lesbians in MCC to 
reflect upon and define their theologies and how they have evolved during their lived 
experiences. I want the participants to consider that the Divine One can be encountered 
anywhere, even outside of the walls of a church and even away from sacred gatherings 
such as Holy Conversations. For one’s theology to expand, it is important to recognize 
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that God can be found in the most unexpected places. “When people want to know more 
about God, the son of God tells them to pay attention to the lilies of the field and the birds 
of the air, to women kneading bread and workers lining up for their pay.”168 I want the 
lesbian participants to consider if they have experienced a resurrection moment in which 
they believe they encountered the Holy that then led to new beginnings, new life, and a 
new openness to God. “Communion effected a resurrection.”169 Coming into union with 
one another through the disclosure of lived experiences can also create a resurrection 
moment.  
 For the lesbian community, it is vital that a resurrection experience, a connection 
with God also occurs in their theological discovery. This assures them of their place in 
the Divine realm and as part of God’s perfect creation. The connection or experience is 
something that will hopefully have occurred prior to the gatherings or will have occurred 
while the lesbian participant was attending the Holy Conversation gatherings. However 
and whenever it occurred does not matter. But that it happened or that it may happen at 
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Holy Conversations for Lesbians: Final Gathering 
 In order to define the level of success of the modified Holy Conversations 
resource, I will develop one additional, final gathering for the lesbian participants which 
will invite them to consider their theology at various times in their lives; where they felt 
their theology was at the beginning of the Holy Conversations gatherings; and where they 
believe their theology is currently. This additional, final gathering will be scheduled 
approximately one month after the last gathering in order to give the lesbian participants 
time to consider the impact of the group on their personal theology, how they felt about 
sharing personal topics with other lesbians, and additional experiences of God and the 
Holy throughout the process. 
 The final gathering will occur in a casual, natural setting where the gathered 
lesbian community can relax and experience the beauty of the outdoors. To feel the sun 
and wind can be a reminder of the Divine presence always with us. To be gathered with a 
community that will have grown together through their exploration of theology can offer 
the Divine embrace through the love and care of others.  
 The final additional group gathering will open with the facilitator reminding the 
lesbian participants of the Guidelines for Dialogue that will maintain good group 
processes as well as the two additional safety measures added to support the lesbian 
community. These additional measures include the reminder of the availability of the 
mental health counselor to assist with those having difficulty navigating the triggering 
memories as well as the need to respect personal boundaries by asking permission before 
touching another participant. I recognize that the building of community and the 
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development of friendships during the six-week gathering may give way to a shifting of 
personal boundaries. And I want each participant to be free to share with the group what 
may cause them discomfort, such as when another touches or hugs without permission.  
 After the Guidelines reminder, there will be a time of discussion, sharing what has 
transpired in the participant’s life since the last gathering. Due to the development of 
connection and community during the modified Holy Conversations gatherings, I expect 
the participants will want to share the significant events which have occurred in the prior 
month. Catching up with each of the participants regarding family members, jobs, trips, 
or other important events assists in the connection process and assures the participants 
that the group members have not forgotten about them during the month-long break.  
 When the more fluid and casual conversations have concluded, I will pose three 
questions to the group with a particular focus on the discussion topics. First, what was 
one topic or question during the group gathering discussions that worked well for you? 
Second, what was one topic or question during the group gathering discussions that you 
feel could be improved? Third, how do you feel your theology has changed during the 
time of the gatherings? The questions may seem simple and to-the-point and I would 
argue that simplicity would best serve this final gathering due to the heightened emotion 
that may be a part of this gathering.  
 When groups come to the ending process, communication tends to flow freely and 
easily. There is a comfort level which encourages contemplative discussion, thoughtful 
sharing of the group’s accomplishments, and their collective experiences.170 In the many 
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groups I have facilitated over the years, the groups often become a community. The 
deeper sharing of personal stories and the recognition that other participants are there to 
care for them, give permission to the participants to share more freely. Communication 
barriers often break down while warmth and affection blossom. 
 Because the group was created in order to facilitate a Holy Conversation about 
lesbian theology, I would be seeking information regarding the topics discussed and how 
relatable they were to the lesbian participant’s experience in connecting with the sacred. 
As the participants share what worked in the gatherings, I would be interested to see if 
they are able to recall a point, previously unconsidered, where God was present to them 
in an unexpected way.   
 I would question as to if the lesbian participant experienced a resurrection 
moment as part of the group. “Resurrection begins with the Spirit and ends with the 
creation of a new thing that is integratively physical and spiritual, a new, spiritual body, 
visibly incarnating past and present loving ways of being and becoming, visibly 
embodying future possibilities of becoming, creating faith, hope, and love in others.”171 
Resurrection assures that difficulty and cruelty do not have the final word. Resurrection is 
an embodied experience that causes the abused one to rise up, to connect with the Divine, 
to share the good news that God is always with us, and that we are blessed in all of our 
encounters with the Holy. Feminist and Womanist Theology call to each of us to move 
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beyond the way of the cross and the way of empire and into a place where new ideas and 
ways of being can become a fully integrated part of one’s life. 
 Also, I recognize that the selected topics of coming out, grief and loss, family, 
friendship, and growing mature are broad and applicable to the whole LGBTQ 
community. I would like to hear if the lesbian participants appreciated the opportunity to 
share thoughts and experiences on these topics exclusively with other lesbians. It is a rare 
opportunity for lesbians within a specific faith community to gather together in a safe 
enough space and discuss theology and how their daily experiences can integrate with 
that which is holy. I realize how unique this resource can be and I am hopeful that the 
lesbian participants will recognize that, as well. 
 I also want to hear from the lesbian participants of ways in which the group could 
be improved. Anytime a resource is offered for the first time, there will be pieces that will 
not flow as smoothly as initially thought. It is possible that the topics selected are too 
broad and more time is needed to delve into the significance of the topic and the 
connection with the sacred. And I would like to know if there are other topics that might 
be appealing as well as impactful to them. As I cannot consider beyond my own 
experience and expectations, I would like to know if the lesbian participants would add 
additional topics for discussion. 
 I want to understand how safe the group felt to the participants and if there are 
instances in which they felt the group could have been more secure for them. There are 
many possibilities that the facilitator and the participants will have noticed that the 
creator of the resource may not. I believe the key to an effective and successful resource 
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is to be aware that it will not please everyone and for the creator to be open to ways of 
changing the resource so it does work for most the lesbian participants. 
 Finally, the most important question, I believe is how the lesbian participants 
viewed their theology when they entered the group and how their theology has evolved 
during the time of the group. I hope that the time they have spent together will create 
space that is comfortable enough to share new thoughts and ideas while acknowledging 
that one’s personal theological development is a life-long journey. Questions to be posed 
to the participants may include: 
- What are some new names and images of God that speak to your current 
understanding of the sacred? 
- How do you recognize your lesbian identity as a connection to the Divine? 
- How do you feel it is possible to integrate your lesbian identity into the church?  
- Do you believe that the patriarchal church can be redeemed? 
- Describe some ways in which your journey of theological discovery can be a model 
for other lesbians seeking a Divine connection. 
 
I believe there are other questions to be asked and ways in which the lesbian participants 
will describe what is theologically meaningful to them. Ongoing conversation with the 
other participants, prayer, and reflection will bring new thoughts and concepts to mind in 
their theological journey. Though I believe these questions will help me to determine the 
overall effectiveness of the modified Holy Conversations for the lesbian community in 
MCC. 
 As a conclusion to the final gathering, I will create space for a blessing ritual that 
will be used to adjourn the group. I will invite the lesbian participants to bestow blessing 
on one another that they will craft themselves using Divine imagery that is significant to 
them. I am creating space for this ritual for two reason: first, so the lesbian participants 
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will have an opportunity for closure as the group concludes; and second, to affirm their 
divinity as one who can offer blessings to others. This ritual will be developed to discern 
if the lesbian participants have gained a greater appreciation of their sacred value, the 
divine image of other lesbians, and how expansive imagery of God can deepen their 
personal faith. 
 There are extensive resources for ritual that encourage one’s unique way of 
expression in order to connect with the Divine and with one another. Ritual invites the 
participants to reach beyond themselves and feel the presence of the Divine one. And 
ritual can create a feeling of safety and blessing in a world that may often feel unsafe. 
Ritual speaks to joy and sorrow and honors significant moments in a life journey through 
imagery, verbal expression, and the use of symbolic objects. 
 In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the modified resource and as part of the 
ritual, I will invite the lesbian participants to speak a simple blessing of their own. This 
blessing could be for themselves as they consider their evolving faith journey. It could be 
for each individual in the group; affirming their sacred value and their place in the sacred 
realm. It could be for the entire group, blessing their collective energy and 
acknowledging the beginning and the ending of the group. It will be their choice as to 
how they bless and in what manner. “To pronounce a blessing on something, it is 
important to see it as it is.”172 
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 One of MCC’s core tenants is the priesthood of all believers. This came about out 
of necessity since, particularly in the early days of MCC, there were not enough ordained 
clergy to fill all the pulpits. It was not uncommon to have lay leaders preach and pray and 
consecrate communion. “I think it is a big mistake to perpetuate the illusion that only 
certain people can bless things.”173 When people are reminded that they too can bless 
others, they can recognize the divinity within themselves. To feel that divine spark is life-
affirming, leaving people filled with joy, peace, and calm. For a community of lesbians 
who may have been told that they are not of God and that they have no place in a 
Christian church, being invited to speak a blessing to others and to themselves is a 
confirmation of what God wants for each one of us. And that is to know that we are 
blessed. 
 This invitation to the lesbian participants of blessing others and themselves will 
demonstrate to me how each participant connects with the sacred, how their theology has 
evolved of the course of the gatherings, and possibly what is missing in the resource. Are 
there areas in which the group needs to go deeper? And, if so, how does the additional 
deep reflection and sharing happen in a way that will guide the lesbian participant into a 
safe place of sharing. And what will give the other group members permission and 
personal comfort in the space, allowing them to personally reflect on the areas in which 
they may be holding back? It is important to consider not only where God was in those 
experiences but possibly their perception of a God who felt cold, apathetic or even 
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absent. Often it is easier to bury these truths than to face them. To bless someone while 
holding on to distressing beliefs may create a resistance that inhibits the power of that 
blessing. Theological growth can manifest joy and delight which will flow through into 
the blessing. 
 Throughout my ministry, I have noticed that many people are reluctant to pray or 
to offer a blessing. They are afraid they will say the wrong words; they will stumble 
through their blessing; and, in the case of an oppressed community, that God will not 
hear or bless them. To assure them that they are a blessing to the world as well as to 
others in the group will hopefully convince them that their understanding of God, their 
theology of the sacred, and their thoughts, words, and actions have significance and can 
create profound change.  
“To pronounce a blessing on something is to see it from the divine 
perspective.”174 To bless ourselves and each other is to believe that we share in Divine 
goodness and ultimately all will be well. We bless others because, whether we recognize 
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion: Rethinking Queer Theology Homogeneity 
 
 
 The process of breaking apart Queer Theology from a homogeneous expression 
into one that is inclusive and that considers the lived experiences of many queer people is 
a substantial process. Queer lives and theological understandings are as vast and varied as 
the communities from which they come. My hope is that with this modified Holy 
Conversations resource, the various expressions that make up the LGBTQ+ community 
will be able to use this resource as a foundation with which to begin their own theological 
conversations. 
 Although I hope that other communities will use this resource, I also recognize 
that to speak for another group or community is not appropriate. I cannot know or 
understand the stories and the life experiences of other people. And I do not want to 
assume that they will want or even require the same kind of resource I am creating for the 
lesbian community of MCC. But I hope that the objective of this resource will be a 
talking point for other sexual minority groups within religious traditions, inviting them to 
step outside of religious norms and to take steps in considering a theology which will 
resonate with their lived experiences while affirming their sacred value as part of God’s 
realm. 
I am aware of several examples in which I am oppressed by the United States 
culture that are part of this resource. I carry with me my history which flows into much of 
my work. I am a woman, an out lesbian, and I am over the age of fifty. Yet I must also 
 138  
 
recognize my own privilege as a white, highly educated, middle-class, and able-bodied 
person living in the United States. I am aware of this privilege and I work to move 
beyond my biases. What I feel I must do as part of this thesis conclusion is to consider 
my privilege and how it will impact the modification of the Holy Conversations resource.  
 In my own coming out story, self-identifying as a lesbian, it took me a while to 
reach the point where I did know that I was beloved by God. I had always felt a deep 
connection with the Divine One, but I felt abandoned by God. I felt as if I had a very big 
secret that no one could know about me and yet, I knew that God knew. This felt 
frightening to me and I was so worried that if I misbehaved in any way, by following my 
need to connect with women, that I would be punished. As I aged and moved into my 
own way of living and being, I felt that guiding presence always surrounding me which 
assured me that everything would be fine.  
 It was a lengthy process to move from fear into affirmation, to feel more 
confident in my wholeness, and there were times when I struggled. However, if I paid 
attention to what was happening around me, I was very aware that God was holding me 
as God would hold any beloved child. Coming out, then, and affirming my sacred value 
was a profoundly spiritual experience. I felt powerful moving into my wholeness, 
knowing that it was a gift from God. And because of that, it is something that I want to 
share with other lesbians seeking divine affirmation.  
 There is power in seeking an understanding of the God that will fit for you with 
the recognition that God is made manifest to us through our varied experiences. The 
difficulty is developing a theological language that speaks to each of us, that helps us to 
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identify our truth, our way of being, and how we envision God. Yet, walking through the 
minefield that is religion keeps one wary of being too different.175  
 When I left Pennsylvania and moved to South Florida, I carried with me the 
personal faith of my youth. It suited me because I knew nothing else. And with the 
privilege I carry, I felt as if I had nothing to fear. I had been marginalized because I am a 
woman and an out lesbian, but because of my economic freedom I did not know what it 
felt like to want or need. I questioned those who told me that God could never love me 
because I am a lesbian. And I knew with the core of my being that God does care for me 
and created me to be exactly who I am.  
 One area in which I have struggled with a lack of awareness is in my assumption 
that, even with life’s difficulties, if I can connect with God, then others should be able to 
do so as easily. I frequently remind myself that my life experiences and my privilege are 
solely mine and that I cannot understand what it is like to be anyone but me. When 
creating this modified resource subsequent to this thesis, I must be mindful in considering 
other’s experiences, how their personal experiences impacted their experience of the 
Divine, and how God now manifests in their lives. I must be open to listening to what 
others may define as theologically meaningful for them as well as points in their lives in 
which they felt abandon.  
 It is common in our culture to want to fix what we have determined is in need of 
repair. If I am to truly hear what other lesbian participants are sharing as part of their 
 
 175 Irene Monroe, “Lifting Our Voices,” in Spirited: Affirming the Soul and Black 
Gay/Lesbian Identity, ed. G. Winston James and Lisa C. Moore (Washington, DC: 
Redbone Press, 2006), xii. 
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experience, I must set aside my own assumptions, biases, and privilege. This has been 
and continues to be a growth area for me in my ministry. It goes back to that previously 
discussed concept of intentional silence and being present to the joys and pain that people 
share. If I hope to consider it as part of the modified resource, I must then be more aware 
of it in myself and my ministry.   
 I frequently witness within my ministry those who do not have a strong 
conviction of God’s love for them. Every Sunday, I observe those who enter the church 
with tears in their eyes and cannot believe God is an omnipresent power filled with 
compassion and love. They have been told too frequently that they are an abomination, 
that their love is sinful, and that they are bound for eternal damnation because they are 
completely broken, willfully ignoring what others believe to be God’s divine call for 
them. Sometimes these beautiful people are too deeply hurt to move beyond their pain. 
And it is often easier for them to simply abandon the church as they feel it has abandoned 
them. 
 And yet there are those who come seeking. They know, as I did, that they are not 
perfect and that they have done some things that are not in their best interest. The fact 
remains that God’s love and compassion is with them in their search, encouraging them 
to reflect on those sacred moments when the voice of the Divine calls to them. They want 
to know more. They want to reach out, as Jesus did, to touch the sick, feed the hungry, to 
affirm the sacred value of all. They want to connect with God. “For some, there is seldom 
an awareness that God is involved in all this or that [God] cares. ‘Doing theology’ can 
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help reestablish this connection.”176 By connecting with those who do not fit societal 
norms, they will recognize the Divine light in all people. In this reaching out, in the 
events that make up our daily lives, we rarely consider where God is in the experiences. 
 As a result of modifying the MCC Holy Conversations resource, I want other 
communities, such as lesbians of color, the Trans* community, bisexuals, and others who 
feel negated within MCC to give themselves permission to speak their truth, to be aware 
of their sacred value, and to express a theology that is meaningful for them. So often, a 
rethinking of the theology we have carried throughout our life is a stumbling block. We 
cling to these theological constructs because we do not know anything else. Even when it 
causes us fear and pain, it is comforting because we know it. When we give ourselves 
permission to grow beyond our childhood understandings, we become closer to God and 
more of who God has created us to be. 
 As most of my research was directed towards finding theological models that the 
lesbian community could emulate, I would suggest to those who may use my work as a 
model for their own theological reflection that they dig deeply into theological 
expressions that are significant for them. When creating a resource that invites fresh and 
unique impressions of God, it is important to affirm your own voice in the model and to 
speak truth to power as you understand it. Taking an accepted theological model and 
asserting that it does not speak for you is not for the faint of heart. People are quick to 
judge what they cannot understand and theological models, particularly, are untouchable 
 
 176 Douglas E. Wingeier, Working Out Your Own Beliefs: A Guide for Doing Your 
Own Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 7. 
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for many people and institutions. And, yet, it is important work as we reach to connect 
people in our community to God.   
 I am a late-in-life minister. I had felt a call to ordained ministry when I was quite 
young but did not believe that someone like me could be called to such work. At that 
point in my life, I had never seen a woman minister. As I was beginning to become more 
aware of my own sexuality, I was quite sure that a lesbian could never become a minister. 
And yet, God calls those who feel ill prepared precisely because they recognize their 
imperfection. I am committed to breaking down the invisibility of lesbians within the 
church while validating the reality of lesbian lives has holy and sacred. This is a needed 
aspect of growth and change for all faith communities. 
 In 1968, when Troy Perry first envisioned Metropolitan Community Churches, I 
presume that he could have not imagined the lifesaving and soul-affirming impact it 
would have on so many lives. When Troy and the original Elders of MCC met early in its 
existence, they were unsure of what to do next. Perry shares,  
We were best with soul-searching questions: Was it a proper course for 
Metropolitan Community Church to cease to exist when – if – other 
denominations eventually accepted gay Christians as God’s children? Or was it 
God’s intention that the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community 
Churches should remain viable and continue to grow? There was no consensus.177   
 
With more and more open and affirming churches available to LGBTQ people, 
these questions continue. Yet, MCC still exists and is now described by many as the 
 
 177 Perry and Swicegood, Don’t Be Afraid Anymore, 49. 
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Human Rights Church. It has expanded globally, reaching into those places that could not 
even consider a church for the LGBTQ community.  
 The MCC community here in the United States has struggled over the past several 
years with a lack of transparency and a significant financial decline. At our most recent 
General Conference, it became apparent that MCC is currently insolvent with far more 
bills than income. The election of our new moderator provides a glimmer of hope and yet 
the difficulties of the past continue to plague the denomination. 
 But through all of this, there are still churches within MCC here in the U.S. which 
are strong and vibrant and with engaged congregations. They are looking for resources to 
offer to their community that will create further connection. Larger churches in MCC do 
share resources with each other and with smaller MCC churches as the larger churches 
often have the staff to create the needed resources.  
 And now is the time for the lesbian community of MCC to find and share their 
theological voice. By living our lives authentically as lesbians in a Christian community, 
we are doing a new thing. We have no idea where this will go or where we will be led. 
And yet we must continue for ourselves and for those young lesbians who continue to 
seek.178 This lesbian clergy person recognizes the need for other lesbians of faith to 
discern what is true for them and to encourage them to find their sacred place in the 
Divine realm. It is exciting and scary and ultimately (hopefully) cathartic and healing.  
 My wish for this resource is that it will guide the lesbians of MCC to reflect on 
theological models in which women pronounced that other theological understandings 
 
 178 Ziegler, “Jesus according to a lesbian,” 7. 
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would not work for them and their lived experiences. I want the lesbians of MCC to have 
the courage to define their own understandings of what is sacred to them. I want them to 
find support and community in their theological journey. I want them to make visible 
what, up to this point, has been invisible. It is God’s greatest hope for us that we 
recognize not only God as sacred but the holy within ourselves and others as part of a 
divine and blessed community.  
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